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Abstract 
For adolescents, decisions about what to do next in the lead-up to the inevitable 
transition from senior schooling can be difficult and stressful. The formulation of 
vocational identity as a self-narrative prior to graduation is acknowledged in the 
literature as an important step in any planned approach to transition for adolescents. 
However, there is a lack of surety about how self-narratives form, a lack of surety 
about a conceptual framework specifying the role of narratives in identity 
construction, and a lack of surety about reflexivity’s role in autobiographical 
reasoning—that is, its role in bringing an overall cohesiveness to the narrative.  
This research investigated how adolescents utilised reflexivity for narrative 
vocational-identity development. Narrative inquiry methodology and narrative 
methods were employed to enable participants to construct vocational identity as an 
autobiography. Ten students volunteered to follow a process to assist in the 
construction of this narrative over 12 consecutive months culminating in a final oral 
presentation of their vocational self-story (their vocational identity) to the participant 
group two months before graduating from senior schooling. Final oral presentations, 
earlier focus-group discussions and one-on-one interviews were audio-taped and 
transcribed forming the data set for each individual, and thematic analysis of these 
data were used to answer the research questions about how the participants utilised 
reflexivity in the formulation of their self-story and for vocational decision-making. 
Of particular interest was examining the data for the presence of three key reflexive 
elements—discernment, deliberation, and dedication—and whether there was 
evidence that reflexivity was undertaken in different ways and to different effect.  
Whilst the research has shown that reflexivity, in the guise of “internal 
conversation”, has a presence in the vocational self-narratives of participants that is 
significant enough to influence transition decision-making, these reflexive 
conversations are best dialogued for effective identity construction, are most 
effective with adolescents in their last two years of schooling, and operate best in 
synchrony with the completion of other context-dependent, probabilistic career 
construction steps. There is also evidence in the data that participants undertook 
reflexivity in different ways (modes) and to different effect (stance), and that mode 
and stance were not fixed over the period of data collection. This finding suggests 
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that adolescents’ reflexive modes can be influenced by trusted others such as 
teachers and career professionals.  
This research posits that for these adolescent participants, transition from 
senior schooling was byzantine, requiring the completion of a series of probabilistic 
(but context dependent) steps best undertaken as a conscious, intentional process too 
important to rely on intuition to initiate. Senior schooling educators need to take 
responsibility for providing time, curriculum content and instructional expertise to 
support the development of all the elements necessary for older adolescents to make 
sound next-step decisions.  
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Glossary 
adaptiveness The best possible outcome from processes leading to 
discretionary decisions made by individuals as they 
make their way through the world. Individuals are 
recognised as not infallible in this regard and many 
decisions, supposedly made in our best interests at 
the time, will not accomplish this desired outcome. 
ADFA Australian Defence Force Academy 
CCI Savickas’s (2011a) Career Construction Interview 
CCT                          Career construction theory, developed by Savickas 
in the early 2000s, promotes a subjective, 
idiographic, psychological approach to building 
identity and career encouraged by a constructivist, 
interpretivist philosophy. 
FCA Rehfuss’s (2009) Future Career Autobiography  
ICONI Internal Conversation Indicator 
life design An emerging paradigm for career interventions that 
emphasises person-environment fit through the use 
of life portraiture. Life designing is a contextualised 
approach for career counselling practice that 
acknowledges both the growing trend towards 
narrative approaches to career guidance and the 
power of an individual’s story. 
massification            Term coined by Côté and Levine (2016), which 
refers to the push to achieve higher retention rates in 
senior schooling. It has the potential to push more 
reluctant learners into senior schooling, lessen 
support for individual students, and work against 
developing programs that assist identity 
development and consequent adaptive decision-
making. 
morphogenesis A term first coined by Margaret Archer (1982) 
describing an unprecedented acceleration of change 
in social structure promoting increasing contextual 
incongruity for individuals as they make their way 
through the world. Archer contends that change in 
this way promotes reflexive intensification and 
privileges particular ways (modes) of working out 
what’s best.  
MSCI My System of Career Influences inventory  
OP Overall Position. Overall Positions (OPs) and Field 
Positions (FPs) are used to sort Year 12 students in 
Queensland for entrance to courses at universities, 
TAFE institutes, and other tertiary institutions. An 
OP1 is the highest score attainable. 
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rank score A scoring system alternative but equivalent to the 
OP score. Students qualify for this score if they do 
not meet the strict requirements for an OP score.  
reflexive dialogue     Lifelong process sustained between self (subject) 
and circumstance (object). Archer’s theory, a model 
applicable to navigating through life in general (not 
just vocationally) gives credibility to the thesis that 
this reflexive dialectic forms as an “internal 
conversation”. 
senior schooling Recognised in the Australian education system as 
the last two years of 13 years of schooling. One of 
two possible scores (Rank or OP in Queensland 
schools) achieved at the end of these two years 
determines eligibility for courses in higher education 
institutions, including university.  
storying                    Refers to encouraging individuals to evolve meaning 
about themselves and their future from the stories 
reasoned together based on their lived experiences. 
transitional vocational identity An understanding of “Who I Am” just prior to 
graduation from senior schooling sufficient to make 
discretionary decisions about next-step-destinations, 
but made in the knowledge that societal 
incalculability may render these decisions as 
ineffective and subject to change.    
UMAT Undergraduate Medical Admissions Test 
UQ University of Queensland 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
Now more than ever adolescents require skills that will prepare them for the 
unpredictability and incalculability of late modernity. Archer’s (1995, 2000, 2003, 
2012) contribution to social theory describes the late-modern morphogenesis of state 
and market as shaping a worldview of new and incalculable situations that 
individuals (adolescents) have to face without an enduring repertoire of behaviours 
and guidelines for how to act in relation to this societal incongruity: “Habits and 
habitus are no longer reliable guides” (Archer, 2012, p. 1). Transportable skills, 
lifelong learning, and adaptability are more essential in a workplace that is less 
secure. In today’s turbulent workforce, where the contract between employer and 
employee has dramatically changed and each employee has to assume greater 
responsibility for career transitions, they are more prized than ever (Stebleton, 2010). 
As a guidance counsellor, my studies of student destination over the past five years at 
the school whose students are the subject of this research still shows the prevailing 
transitional destination as being university (medicine/engineering/law/health-
sciences/business), and the parental voice still resonates as a strong influence for 
adolescents as they move to assert their personal destination preferences.  
Institutional hegemony and parental voice are influences that served adolescent 
destination decisions well in the past. That is, adolescents whose parents experienced 
little cultural and structural ambiguity are themselves encouraged to transition from 
school in the same time-honoured fashion, expecting that what will greet them will 
be much the same for them as for their parents. In turn, parents expect that their 
values will be influential and relevant when it comes to helping make destination 
decisions. In this sense, schools promote and encourage, or at least do not 
discourage, traditional destinations and a “pathways” approach to career. Students 
are still largely guided by a “repertoire of internalized responses that have already 
divided up the social world into what should be shunned and what sought” (Archer, 
2012, p. 297). Nevertheless, many adolescents continue to (successfully) position 
themselves in society by replicating their parents and their school’s “normative 
conventionalism” (p. 296).  
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But times are changing and young people worldwide are being exposed more 
than ever to experiential heterogeneity, as well as workplace and labour market 
unpredictability, and these are having a destabilising effect on adolescent identity 
construction and consequent career construction (Archer, 2012; Burrow & Hill, 
2011; Fussell, Gauthier, & Evans, 2007; Savickas, 2011a, 2012). Young people have 
to deal with increasingly novel circumstances and contextual incongruity in their 
daily lives, influencing how they view themselves and their relationships with others 
and the community (Côté & Levine, 2016). Savickas (2011a) suggests current 
generations are not following, nor are they advantaged by following, the predictable 
grand narrative of completing school, entering the labour force, becoming a parent, 
and maintaining the same job for most of their working lives.  
A narrative different from the “grand narrative” has surfaced as significant for 
career development, particularly for young people as they prepare for transition from 
senior schooling. Constructivist philosophy is informing narrative approaches 
(McMahon, Watson, Chetty, & Hoelson, 2012) and strategies to help individuals be 
more proactive, collaborative, and co-creative as they establish their own career 
voice within the stories they author about themselves. “Life design” (Savickas, 2012; 
Savickas et al., 2009), for example, has emerged as a new paradigm within this 
context-driven approach, and narrative’s compatibility with career and career as a 
social construction (McIlveen, 2012) are newly emerging. The emphasis is shifting 
towards storying identity—that is, towards encouraging individuals to evolve 
meaning about themselves and their future from the stories of their lived experiences. 
Such an emphasis encourages the use of narrative to learn about narrative processes 
and to engage in social practice and social construction. Senior schooling is emerging 
as the time for adolescents to learn about this context-resonant approach—to learn 
the significance for their immediate and long-term career development of 
constructing a clearly articulated identity and a coherent personal life/career story 
(Hartung, 2016), as well as a construction framework and the skills required to 
achieve it.  
My research explores Archer’s (2003, 2012) critical realist perspective on the 
significance of reflexive internal conversations for making one’s way through life, 
and Savickas’s (2002a, 2005, 2013a, 2013b) psychological perspective on career 
construction, as complementary mechanisms to help explain how adolescents, within 
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the context of senior schooling, might achieve a fluid responsiveness to increasingly 
novel workplace circumstances, “and be more certain about why they are certain” 
about their next-step destination.  
1.1 RESEARCH PURPOSE 
My research into the relationship between reflexivity and the early stages of career 
construction was designed to investigate whether institutions and career professionals 
should concentrate more, in the light of the de-stabilising effects of late modernity, 
on promoting transition from senior schooling towards a next-step destination as a 
conscious, planned process, requiring adolescents to have specific personal skills and 
knowledge of, to use Savickas’s term, a career construction “roadmap”. The roadmap 
would help them navigate towards adaptive vocational decisions. This is research 
into process. More specifically, my research looked at personal reflexivity’s 
contribution to the construction of vocational identity and a sense of what matters for 
adolescents as they approach transition.  
1.1.1 The problem 
Young people transition from school, it seems, with limited understanding of the 
need for skills to “negotiate a life-course filled with transitions” (Savickas, 2011a, 
p. 19), nor have they positioned career as the carrier of meaning rather than just a 
pathway that unfolds over time (Savickas, 2011a, 2012). Many young people make 
decisions based on matching their vocational personality with a job type (Holland, 
1966, 1977) after an appraisal of individual differences and a description of 
occupational groups, and by taking advice from parents and other significant adults 
and peers. My research encourages a more subjective, private, and ideographic view 
of career (Savickas, 2002a), understood from the individual’s point of view. There is 
little evidence that adolescents take sufficient responsibility for, nor are they given 
the tools to properly exhume, vocational meaning for themselves—to recognise it for 
what it is, and then act on it to make vocational decisions that will have adaptive 
outcomes.  
Austin (2005) argues that graduating students need to better resist, be critical 
of, and be more in control of the subtle directing of meaning pertaining to destination 
after school, based on the hegemonic views of the school and on cultural bias. Many 
adolescents seem unaware of the subtle positioning towards destination and career 
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that comes from others, or by assuming a stance based on perceptions of 
commonality with others (Austin, 2005). Whilst there is little evidence that students 
understand that there has been a shift in responsibility for career development from 
the school and the workplace to the individual (Savickas, 2012), my research also 
highlights the need for schools to take more responsibility—more than a passing 
interest in student destination—by investing more time in the conscious construction 
of self and identity to ensure vocational experiences are transformative for student 
destination certainty, rather than just leaving young people vulnerable to implicit 
socio-cultural attempts to manipulate their identities. Whilst we recognise the 
significance of proactivity development for individuals, especially adolescents, my 
research challenges institutions to develop a similar stance towards proactivity on 
behalf of their students.  
1.1.2 The research objectives 
This research set out to: 
 investigate reflexive dialogue as an adaptive tool, a personal power 
(Archer, 2003) within a “toolbox” of language skills, for the conscious 
construction of vocational identity, not just prior to transition from senior 
schooling, but accessible as a portable skill supporting vocational 
transitions throughout life;  
 investigate the efficacy of Savickas’s (2002a, 2013b) career construction 
theory (CCT), particularly the early stages, as an appropriate roadmap for 
guiding adolescents as they work out what’s best for them during 
transition;  
 design and document a narrative process to contribute to the formulation 
of vocational identity, which is recognised as an important milestone on 
the transition roadmap;  
 investigate whether narrative vocational identity development should be 
promoted as an important, conscious, and critically thoughtful construction 
milestone prior to transition from senior schooling.  
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1.2 THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
The research sought to answer these questions: 
1. How do adolescents, prior to transition from senior schooling, utilise 
reflexivity to help formulate narrative vocational identity and make 
adaptive decisions? 
2. What evidence is there, with respect to Question 1, that reflexivity is 
undertaken in different ways? 
1.3 SIGNIFICANCE 
According to Rehfuss (2015), “Narrative career theories and interventions are 
continuing to increase in use and be refined over time” (p. 153). Yet, according to 
Côté and Levine (2016), “identity intervention [in schools] is in its infancy” (p. 157) 
and education systems (schools) do little (despite their having a charter to do so) to 
influence fluid choice-making by championing efforts to, for example, develop the 
very important psychological process associated with self, identity, and moral 
development—that of proactivity. Heppner and Heppner (2003) have concerns about 
the need for a stronger research base in relation to narrative career counselling 
processes, and Savickas et al. (2009) advocate for more guidance in the use of 
narrative approaches and further research into career counsellors’ “narrative 
competence”. The significance of my research lies in helping to address the lack of 
depth in the literature about identity intervention in schools including the lack of 
depth regarding the process of constructing identity narratives and in particular the 
contribution of reflexivity to this process, from a career perspective. 
The emergence of life-design interventions (Savickas et al., 2009; Savickas, 
2012), whereby counsellors “concentrate on autobiographical reasoning and identity 
work [that] involve[s] the reflexive activities of forming, maintaining, and revising 
identity narratives” (p. 13), may provide a necessary shift in research emphasis in 
career development to do with the relationship between narrative, identity, and 
reflexivity. The focus on these interventions is to understand and enhance the power 
of the individual’s story (Rehfuss, 2009), and the role of the individual in telling the 
story, at the same time acknowledging the primacy of social practice (Bamberg, 
2012) for individual development. The work of Hartung (2015), Rehfuss and Di 
Fabio (2012), and McIlveen (2012) is important in this regard. 
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McMahon et al. (2012) are concerned that, despite the developing interest and 
influence of constructivist and emerging constructionist (McIlveen, 2012) 
approaches to career development and counselling, the intuitive appeal is not yet 
matched with how such approaches are implemented. They progress a method to 
investigate how a number of process constructs are operationalized in a storytelling 
approach. Furthermore, Stebleton (2010) explains that narrative career counselling 
represents an innovative perspective but can still be considered a work in progress. 
The work of Hartung (2016) and others in a special issue of the Career Development 
Quarterly regarding career intervention for life design adds empirically and 
significantly to the progress of this work. Similarly, Archer’s reflexivity theory 
(2003, 2012) may provide an important contribution towards understanding how 
these identity narratives are constructed, and it is this latter work that informs my 
research into aspects of career construction. 
Whilst the literature suggests a lack of surety about how self-narratives form 
and how topics are chosen or rejected by individuals for self-storying, theories and 
interventions are continuing to increase in this regard (Rehfuss, 2015). There is, 
however, limited evidence in the research of reflexivity’s role in autobiographical 
reasoning (Habermas, 2010)—that which brings a global cohesiveness (Bohn, 2010) 
to the story. This study looks at how individuals construct identity over time, unlike 
many studies that use cross-sectional designs to investigate vocational maturity and 
vocational identity (Savickas, 2002a). It is designed to add to the body of knowledge 
on behalf of career professionals and transitioning adolescents, and, in turn, 
champions “career” as a conscious, reflexive project.  
1.4 SCOPE 
This research uses CCT (Savickas, 2002a) as a framework, referencing only the first 
two stages of the maxi-cycle of vocational change (growth and exploration), 
acknowledging only in a general sense the latter stages of establishment, 
management, and disengagement. The research is most interested in exploration 
because this is when prototypical vocational identification occurs, and it’s during this 
stage that adolescents develop and utilise cognitive, language-based skills to make 
adaptive decisions about destination.  
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The research participants were adolescents in their final two years of secondary 
schooling. In choosing these participants, I acknowledged that these students should 
have by this time developed a degree of self-determination, intentionality, and 
purpose (Josselson, 1994), and over the previous eleven years would have: 
 moved from childhood to adolescence; 
 formed dispositions that influenced (hopefully, positively) their 
willingness and ability to progress towards effective transition;  
 developed interests, values and attitudes towards occupations, and role 
salience (Savickas, 2002a);  
 developed a constellation of (emerging) vocational concerns and self-
conceptions; and  
 begun (possibly) to contemplate future courses of action to deal with those 
concerns.  
Ten students in a private boys’ school in Queensland participated in the 
research. The students volunteered their time for data collection over 12 continuous 
months leading into the middle of their final year of schooling. The research period 
finished with a narration of their vocational autobiography to the participant group, 
two months prior to graduation. 
1.5 COMING TO THIS RESEARCH 
Graduation and transition from the final year of senior schooling requires a decision 
about a first-step destination. Graduands are adolescents who typically approach this 
transition with limited preparation. Most have some background in matching 
personality with congruent jobs, possibly through computer-based programs. Most 
have an understanding that parents and significant adults will sometimes make strong 
suggestions about destination, and that school, society, culture, and the labour market 
specifically may apply some “political” pressure regarding destination. From my 
experience as a school counsellor, what they don’t do mostly is make decisions based 
on a consciously constructed autobiographical self-narrative, within which is cradled 
their narrative identity, and from which they are able to manufacture deliberatively 
reasoned vocational commitments that will satisfy their embryonic (adaptive) career 
aspirations.  
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Schools are thought to have low influence on identity development. Their 
effect is mainly in terms of influencing occupational identities through the sorting of 
students by ability type and the awarding of academic credentials (Côté & Levine, 
2016). There is a sense within schooling that focused transition programs are time-
consuming exercises that (unnecessarily) take away from the academic program. 
Furthermore, there is a sense that students are not prepared for a studied and 
subjectively active approach to identifying themselves or exhuming meaning and a 
sense of what matters in order to make discretionary decisions. I think the reason for 
this is that students and educational administrators are not generally aware of, and 
have had limited education about, CCT; nor, as evidenced within this theory, do they 
have any knowledge or experience regarding the significance of narrative identity, its 
construction or relevance, in relation to career. Autobiographical reasoning, 
narratability, critical discussion, reflexivity, intentionality, adaptability, 
purposiveness, proactivity, and global coherence are not terms with which they 
would be familiar, so conscious self-narrative identity construction is problematic. In 
many cases adolescents are unaware of, and have not been made aware of, any 
perceived obligation to be more actively involved in this regard.  
Compared with earlier years of graduating students, transition from school 
today is both easier and harder at the same time. Harder because there are many 
destination choices, making choosing more difficult. Easier because the ease of 
articulation between jobs and tertiary institutions, between courses within tertiary 
institutions, and between institutions, means that students who are lower academic 
achievers at school can achieve significant academic status after school, given the 
right motivation to do so. Yet the push to achieve higher retention rates in senior 
schooling—Côté and Levine’s (2016) so-called “massification in education” (p. 
146)—has the potential to push more reluctant learners into senior schooling, lessen 
support for individual students, and work against developing programs that assist 
identity development and consequent adaptive decision-making. Massification 
magnifies the difficulties associated with combining unrestrained choice with a 
school’s lack of transformative effort to intervene on behalf of students’ identity 
development as they exit schooling and push up against unpredictable labour 
markets. Smith (2010) describes the labour market in America as “highly dynamic, 
turbulent, and unpredictable” (p. 281) with the “dynamic combination of layoffs and 
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job creation creating intense and continual labour market churning across industries 
and occupations” (p. 282) and possibly a “gradual decline in job tenure and an 
increase in the rates of job changing” (p. 282). 
Paradoxically, unrestrained choice can be constraining for young people 
(Schwartz, 2004) who have too many choices and too little information or skills to 
deal with them. Some students approach transition in a calculated and calculating 
way, particularly those who choose courses at university that are highly sought after; 
others are overwhelmed and almost paralysed by the choices; still others defer the 
choice about work and training, preferring to take a break. Many are stressed and ill-
prepared; some even give up on the process preferring to accept that the end-of-
school transition is often chaotic and one can never adequately prepare for the 
outcome-incalculability of this change. 
That students, as agents, have to make decisions for themselves in response to 
their changing circumstance is not in question. I take the view that in responding 
appropriately, students need to do so more consciously and with transformative 
intent, not unconsciously, out of habit, or intuitively. Furthermore, there seems to be 
ample room in the curriculum for schools to experiment with innovations that yield 
returns in self and identity formation for general development and specifically for the 
advancement of career construction. Students, therefore, offer themselves, and they 
in turn should be afforded, the chance to develop a sharper, more focused, 
transitional picture, a richer understanding of how to attach vocational meaning to 
themselves, and the promise of a next-step destination congruent with this 
consciously derived meaning. 
1.6 DEFINITIONS OF KEY TERMS FOR THIS RESEARCH 
Vocational behaviour is defined as “the responses an individual makes in choosing 
and adapting to an occupation” (Savickas, 2002a, p. 150).  
Vocational psychology is the study of vocational behaviour and its 
development (from Savickas, 2002a). 
Career refers to the storied development of vocational behaviour over time. 
Career denotes a reflection (a backward-looking perspective) on the course of one’s 
vocational behaviour. Because it is developmental in nature, the meaning of career is 
situated in vocational psychology (Savickas, 2002a). 
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Identity refers to the various meanings attached to oneself by oneself and others 
(Gecas, 1982). These meanings and self-conceptions are based on the social roles 
and group memberships a person holds (social identities), as well as the personal and 
character traits they display, and others attribute to them, based on their conduct 
(personal identities) (Ashforth, 2001; Gecas, 1982). Realised identities have both 
social and psychological dimensions (Erikson, 1950, 1968) straddling both internal 
psychological and socio-contextual dimensions, the latter privileging the interplay 
between structure and agency. My research is faithful to the multiplicity of Erikson’s 
construct but also acknowledges that identity formation in adolescents requires 
exploration to strengthen existing commitments of minimal strength in all domains 
(Meeus, van de Schoot, Keijsers, Schwartz, & Branje, 2010); that identity formation 
is not just to do with having strong commitments but is a lot to do with the way that 
adolescents deal with them—for example, their reflexive capability; and identity 
formation requires the individual to have a belief in the continuity of oneself over 
time (Pasupathi & Weeks, 2010)—that is, a subjective/psychological element 
representing temporal-spatial continuity (Côté & Levine, 2016).  
Vocational identity refers to the self-conceptions about an occupational way of 
life that one can live with. These self-conceptions convey personal meaning and are 
validated by others (a modus vivendi). A vocational identity satisfies those self-
conceptions and provides understanding of the vocational behaviours that will 
achieve and maintain them. 
Narrative identity work refers to the social efforts to craft self-narratives that 
meet a person’s identity aims (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010). 
Reflexivity is defined by Archer (2003) as: 
the regular exercise of the mental ability, shared by all normal people, to 
consider themselves in relation to their (social) contexts and vice versa. It is a 
private deliberative process that … leads to self-knowledge: about what to do, 
what to think and what to say. (p. 26)  
Reflexivity is thus characterised by the reflective interplay between individuals 
and social structures (their environment) to decide on, understand, maintain, or 
change the courses of action chosen by those individuals. Reflexivity is reflection 
with transformative intent.  
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Identity capital represents aspects of who one is that can be invested to 
navigate key tasks successfully and to capitalise on experiences (Côté & Schwartz, 
2002). 
Autobiographical reasoning refers to the ability to explicate the biographical 
relevance of circumstance (past, present, and future) in which the concept of person 
is joined with the temporal structure of event representations (Habermas, 2010). 
1.7 THESIS OUTLINE 
Chapter 1 – Introduction 
In this chapter, an outline of what brought me to this research is placed in context 
with the research field. Objectives and research questions are identified to address 
the research problem, and key terms are defined. 
Chapter 2 – Review of the literature 
This chapter reviews the literature in six key areas that position the theoretical and 
methodological emphasis for the research, and provide background for an 
understanding of the research questions. These key areas acknowledge that transition 
involves change and change is an identity issue; that stories are a familiar vehicle for 
learning about identity; and storytelling is recognised as a mechanism through which 
identity and career are crafted. Increasing unpredictability and incalculability about 
workplace future planning has meant a shift in approach to career construction, 
placing greater emphasis on portable, teachable personal skills, self-navigation, and 
personal responsibility for vocational decision-making. The conscious construction 
of identity is positioned as a key pre-transitional milestone for adolescents resulting 
from this shift in emphasis. 
Chapter 3 – Theories underpinning the research 
Gaining recognition of the need for, and developing a process for, the conscious 
construction of adolescent vocational identity is a key objective for this research to 
help adolescents transition effectively from senior schooling. Underpinning this 
emphasis on behalf of adolescents is the assertion by Archer (2000) that whilst self-
identity is held to be universal to all humans in the guise of an intuitive 
understanding of a continuous sense of self, personal (and for the purposes of this 
research, vocational) identity is optional. “It only comes at maturity but is not 
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attained by all: it can be lost, yet re-established” (p. 10). Vocational identity is, 
therefore, available for (and requiring) conscious, ongoing construction. 
In this chapter Savickas’s (2002a, 2013b) CCT (career construction theory) is 
promoted as a roadmap that can assist adolescents towards the construction of 
identity and adaptiveness prior to transition from school, but also as an essential 
element in a vocational toolbox to assist transitions within a career’s lifelong 
narrative. Savickas promotes a subjective, idiographic, psychological approach to 
building identity and career encouraged by a constructivist, interpretivist philosophy. 
Archer’s (2003, 2012) critical realist theory on reflexivity is developed as an 
explanatory mechanism to assist Savickas’s probabilistic steps towards identity 
construction and adaptiveness. This explanatory mechanism is the “internal 
conversation”, activated by circumstances that “bite” against the imagined or real 
projects of individuals, which leads them towards a “liveable degree of solidarity for 
the self in its commitments” (Archer, 2000, p. 10). Both Archer and Savickas have 
“adaptiveness” as an outcome to assist adolescents (and others) to work out what’s 
best for themselves, but Savickas is more inclined to tell us what happens without 
telling us how—Archer’s internal conversation helps with the how. The final section 
of this chapter explains the conjunction between the two theories. 
Chapter 4 – Research design 
This chapter outlines how Archer’s critical realist reflexivity theory, Savickas’s 
career constructivist theory, and storytelling are effectively engaged 
methodologically within a narrative inquiry space to answer the research questions. 
Despite the differing philosophical positions adopted by Archer (2003, 2012) and 
Savickas (2002a, 2013b), qua sociological and psychological, I contend that each 
works in synergy with the other to strengthen the research design rather than take 
away from it. Such a research approach requires both theories to sit comfortably with 
a narrative formulation of identity that requires both to embrace storytelling, 
interpretivism, hermeneutics, and language.  
Despite Archer’s earlier (1995) concerns regarding the relationship between 
language and individualism, between language and the reduction of human beings to 
a “grammatical fiction”, and about human beings’ relation with the world being 
narrowly construed as “society”—let alone “language”, “discourse”, and 
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“conversation” (Archer, 2000)—she agrees (2012) on the need to explore reality as a 
double hermeneutic, and assumes that this “imperfectly successful communication” 
(2003, p. 155) underwrites social communication in general. 
The chapter looks at other aspects of the research design including the research 
site, the participants, procedure and timeline, data-gathering techniques, and research 
analysis including an analytical framework and analytical techniques. Data are 
gathered as audiotaped and transcribed spoken narrative derived from one group 
discussion, a single one-on-one interview, and a final spoken autobiography, for each 
participant. Archer’s (2003, 2012) reflexivity theory provides the basis for an 
analytical framework (see tables 4.1 and 4.2) that enables the data for each 
participant to be coded thematically (Braun & Clarke, 2006) for evidence in relation 
to the research questions. The chapter concludes with a discussion about research 
ethics and research limitations. 
Chapter 5 – Analysis of the data: Re-interpreted participant stories 
Each participant’s data—having been coded for the presence of Archer’s personal 
elements of reflexivity, mode, and stance using the coding framework in tables 4.1 
and 4.2 (see examples of coding in appendices 2 and 3)—are then re-storied to 
highlight how the coded elements influenced the development of identity and 
meaning-making. The re-told story is an analysis of each participant’s data and is my 
(re)interpretation of their vocational identity as spoken in their final narrative, and is 
written to preserve the essence of that identity.  
Chapter 6 – Discussion 
The discussion is in eight parts. The introduction restates the significance of the 
research and how its theoretical underpinnings were positioned to help provide 
answers to the research questions. This is a restatement of how Savickas’s CCT, 
Archer’s critical realist perspective, and storytelling combined within the 
methodological narrative inquiry space. As this is a reflexive project—both the 
researcher and the participants were engaged reflexively in the inquiry space as co-
constructors of each other’s story, the participant’s autobiography, and the 
researcher’s field notes—the second part of the discussion is set aside to reflect on 
how certain aspects of the project also required me to be reflexive in order to manage 
and change my thinking and actions during and after the data-collection phase. Part 3 
addresses the two research questions and the extent to which the participants were 
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reflexive as they constructed (or affirmed) their identity story. Elements from the re-
told stories of all the participants in Chapter 5 were used to frame answers to these 
questions. Part 4 discusses the implications arising from the research. The fifth part 
presents the key recommendation of this research, and the last three sections outline 
the research limitations, offer suggestions for further research, and make concluding 
remarks. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
This chapter charts the relationship between seven sections that provide the spine 
upon which my research design was built. These sections explore the relationship 
between change and transition, transition and identity, identity and narrative, then 
career and narrative. Transition from senior schooling is a substantive change and 
navigating this change seems best undertaken when change is recognised as an 
identity issue. Identity can be conceptualised as a narrative to integrate the self, and 
the narrative in turn can be linked with career, whereby career is understood as 
narrative (story). Adolescent transition from school is a period of rupture facilitating 
change. The change is evident in the developing self-narrative (identity) as inchoate 
understanding solidifies into established self-conception, and meaning becomes 
clearer. This chapter also explores the impact of globalisation and experiential 
heterogeneity on adolescent development, and in particular their influence on 
vocational identity and career. The penultimate section investigates which personal 
skills are required as an investment by adolescents in order to manage the causal 
influence of personal and societal circumstance over time, and the last section is a 
summation of the literature reviewed. 
2.1 INTRODUCTION 
My research is concerned with confirming the presence, within self-narratives, of a 
reflexive dialectic (Archer, 2003, 2012), private internal conversations as a form of 
self-analysis which assist individuals to make choices and decisions in different 
contexts (Ryan & Carmichael, 2016), and exposing its influence as transformative 
for change, and identity construction. The self-narratives are recognisable as spoken 
autobiographies representative of vocational identity. Reflexivity is recognised as 
reflection leading to transformative action (Ryan & Carmichael, 2016) and this 
research is particularly interested in the influence of personal reflexivity on the 
construction of identity narratives in three ways. Firstly, its role in the evolution of a 
vocational narrative repertoire (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010) that coalesces around 
new and enduring stories emerging for each individual around transition and change; 
secondly, the role it plays in crafting an autobiographical exit narrative (Collin, 
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2011b), and ipso facto the vocational identity rooted within it, from selected 
elements of this repertoire; and thirdly, its use as a tool for making sense of meaning-
making (Plumridge & Thomson, 2003) with regard to planning the future. According 
to Savickas (2010), this adolescent autobiography has to express personal truths and 
transport them into the future, but in a way that emphasises mattering rather than 
congruence (matching), involving consideration about what work can do for them as 
well as what work they might do. My research was about private mental activity 
(Archer, 2003), about a reflexive dialectic exhumed from the research data that 
helped reveal the dynamics of identity formation, and consequent vocational 
meaning and decision-making. 
This transitional dialectic exposed how adolescents, based on their concerns 
about job and career from an early age (mostly), devised a list of vocational options 
over some time (years) in relation to their (most often) involuntary circumstance at 
the time, and then re-evaluated the list based on current circumstance to choose the 
best option for transition from school. This re-evaluation it seems is best done as an 
older adolescent and just prior to graduation from senior schooling. The transitional 
narrative exposed that adolescents changed towards, and found ways to pursue, the 
construction of an occupational niche with a work role that mattered to them 
(Savickas, 2012). They talked and reasoned career into existence through narrative, 
based on a conscious reflexive awareness in the form of “internal conversation” 
(Archer, 2003, 2012).  
2.2 TRANSITIONS 
Field (2012) explains that because of an emerging emphasis on lifelong learning, 
more and more individuals are asked to take responsibility for planning their own 
learning and careers. Career is becoming increasingly individualised and the standard 
life trajectory is being replaced by an “elective biography” (p. 6) whereby individuals 
are increasingly required to allocate life tasks to life stages and to manage the 
transitions between tasks and within life stages without a script to guide them. This 
brings us to the realisation that an agent’s transitions and trajectories are embedded 
in lived context (Ingram, Field, & Gallacher, 2009)—structural factors that shape 
opportunities. Sensitivity to change is fuelled by increasing public discourse around 
the influence of globalisation and technology, and people are alerted through this 
persistent discourse to the possibility and the experience of transition, regardless of 
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whether things are actually changing or not. As noted by Ingram et al. (2009), “A job 
is not for life anymore” (p. 1). Gale and Parker (2014) refer to transitions as the 
capability to navigate change. Capability in this regard infers having the resources to 
engage with the change conditions including the capabilities of mobility, aspiration 
and voice (Sellar & Gale, 2011). The literature is unclear about a single, agreed-upon 
definition for what constitutes a transition (Ecclestone, Biesta, & Hughes, 2010; Gale 
& Parker, 2014), despite the “comparatively mature literature on transitions among 
young people, and particularly on the transition from youth to adulthood and from 
school to work” (Ingram et al., 2009, p. 3).  
Gale and Parker (2014) categorise transitions in three ways: those involving 
“induction” towards a new way of life, for example, school life to university life; 
those attributable to lock-step “developmental” life-stage changes for individuals and 
groups such as emerging adulthood, and school to a next-step destination; and 
thirdly, because life for all is perhaps not a series of jumps in times of crisis from one 
identity to the next, they describe a new category—transition as a constant state of 
“becoming”. This research takes the view that transitions from senior schooling are 
developmental. They are critical, irreversible steps in a life trajectory that requires 
changes in thinking and beliefs within the individual rather than inducting a group 
into a new way of thinking—a pathways approach. In relation to all these transition 
categories, Eccelstone et al. (2010) allude to an irreducible reciprocity between an 
individual’s readiness, willingness, and capability to change (agency) on the one 
hand, and their novel circumstance (structure), with each influencing the other, on 
the other hand. Change, therefore, involves the requirement for personal capability 
(reflexivity and proactivity, for example) and an understanding and awareness that 
decisions are context-dependent and that they occur over time. 
Substantive change involves transition (and vice versa), and whilst human 
growth and development is impregnated with change, and therefore transitions, the 
process is often challenging, stressful, and emotional, sometimes offering significant 
loss before any gains are made. The more substantive the change, the more likely 
that the adjustment will extend to the individual’s identity, and the transition from 
school at the end of their final year is one example of substantive change for 
adolescents. Change for these transitioning adolescents will involve personal 
transformation and re-identification. Adolescents are able to be identified as 
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individually different and approach transition from school with different 
backgrounds and experiences, different social, cultural, natal, and academic contexts, 
differences in personality, resilience, attributions, explorative and agentic 
behaviours, adaptability, and purposiveness (Burrow & Hill, 2011; Eccles, 2009; 
Josselson, 2004; McMahon, Patton, & Watson, 2004; Savickas, 2002a, 2005, 2012). 
What is common for adolescents in their final year of secondary schooling is that 
they all have to transition to a next-step destination. This is a substantial and non-
negotiable transition, and whilst this is planned for, and the impending transition acts 
as an accelerant for change (Taylor, Millwater, & Nash, 2007), readiness for the 
emotional and psychological shift required for change is variable.  
Change is an identity issue involving personal transformation and may be 
mapped through changes in identity (Ecclestone, 2009; McIntosh, 2000; Taylor et al., 
2007) and agency. To transition effectively, individuals have to (re)construct 
themselves, their self-conceptions, and (re)configure and (re)prioritise their concerns 
in the light of changed circumstances. In other words, they intentionally move to 
change (or develop) their identity. Colley (2009) challenges the concept of a 
persistent, single identity around which individuals create a coherent narrative about 
themselves by implicating individuals in the construction of multiple identities with 
interlocking narratives often in conflict with each other. To this end, individuals 
never arrive at a single expression of who they are because they are “always lost in 
transition … as a condition of our subjectivity” (Eccelstone, 2009, p. 14). Others 
(Archer, 2003, 2012; Austin, 2005; Berzonsky, 1989; Côté & Levine, 2002; Giddens, 
1991; Savickas, 2001, 2005, 2011a) agree that identity is continuously under 
psychological construction, and that individuals move between multiple identities 
related to diverse life roles. If identity is continuously changing, it is likely that 
increasingly sophisticated identity activity occurs during times of transition. 
Increased identity activity is an adaptive move (Savickas, 2002a) designed to help 
individuals make (not infallible) discretionary decisions, and my research expects 
this adaptive decision-making to be accompanied by a spike in reflexive dialogue.  
School leavers just prior to transition from senior schooling are likely to be 
well advanced in their transition from childhood to adolescence, and have made 
significant shifts towards identification in a number of domains, albeit at different 
rates. Savickas’s (2002a) CCT positions the change from childhood to adolescence 
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as a transition through growth and exploration towards establishment, along the way 
extending childhood vocational imaginings into a bespoke vocational identity prior 
to graduation. This emerging identity acts as a bridge, unstable at times, that extends 
the adolescent into the community and into society (Savickas, 2002a). Graduating 
students are exposed to substantial change as they leave school and prepare for their 
first occupation and their first significant “adult” exposure to society. 
Change processes are described differently in the career, management, and 
psychological fields, but similarities are evident. Savickas’s (2002a) stages of 
growth, exploration, and establishment, whilst descriptive of the early life change 
from childhood to adolescence, also describe the beginnings of a mini-cycle 
reinvigorated when vocational change is being considered, at which time individuals 
begin to (re)explore and (re)commit prior to (re)establishment. Bridges’s (2003) 
psychological perspective characterises three change phases:  
 endings: what has to be left behind;  
 neutral zone: disengaged from the past but not yet connected to the new 
role—identity transition; and  
 new beginnings: where we start to grow in acceptance and confidence in 
the new environment.  
Lewin (1952), in an early model that focused on the importance of preparing 
for change, described change as a process of: 
 unfreezing: creating a need for change and preparing for change;  
 changing: making the required changes; and  
 refreezing: making the changes stick.  
Taylor et al. (2007) established similar phases and coined the terms, 
separation, transition, and reincorporation, each of which occurs concurrently but to 
varying degrees across time:  
Their ... concurrency allows an individual to experience both progression and 
regression in terms of a sense of moving on through a particular transition. 
(p. 2)  
They confirm that adolescents are well into the psychological adjustment 
required for transition prior to separating from school, and that that psychological 
adjustment continues as the individual emerges from the school environment and 
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consolidates their new role after school. Separation challenges individuals to “let go” 
and to recognise and deal with loss and grief.  
All the change models discussed recognise the emotional dimension of 
substantive change. Institutions acknowledge these losses with rites and rituals and 
farewell events. Transition for adolescents is exciting and pregnant with possibility, 
yet infused with uncertainties about loss of control and the appropriateness of 
destination choice. A lack of agency and planning and a lack of self-confidence prior 
to and during this phase may create a sense of being pulled helplessly along. Plunkett 
(2001) explains that this inner script of serendipity, which exposes a lack of planning 
and intentionality, may be a way of dealing with inner tension, doubt, and 
disappointment, inherent in this phase of development. It may be a way of 
suspending commitment until there is a good fit between self and opportunity.  
Whilst navigation towards and through change requires psychological 
adjustment, which is accelerated in anticipation of change (Taylor et al., 2007), not 
everyone is ready for transition from school—that is, to move from childhood to 
adulthood. Adolescents must be ready to move from school to broader society, and 
identity is the enabling bridge, but “some find it hard to finish being children and the 
prospect of growth is terrifying” (Josselson, 1994, p. 13). As some find it hard to 
manage the affective stress that accompanies the process, Josselson’s opinion is that 
society should declare a moratorium on adolescent behaviours as they construct their 
identities. “A young person is (more or less) free to explore ways of thinking, being, 
doing and valuing what might fit” (Josselson, 1994, p. 16). They are allowed to make 
mistakes, and are free to investigate belief systems, relationships, and occupational 
choices “whilst society holds its breath” (Josselson, 1994, p. 16). Nevertheless, 
young people are expected to declare themselves ready to transition from school, and 
Josselson has concerns for the adolescent out of phase with society who wishes to 
explore identity either too early or too late, or who is unable to bring the time for 
exploration to closure in the form of commitments. The latter situation is explored 
further in my research with respect to Archer’s (2003, 2012) fractured reflexives—
i.e. those adolescents unable, in the lead-up to transition, to match their vocational 
concerns with any immediate discretionary outcome. 
Plunkett (2001) explains that transition brings great opportunity but great 
uncertainty. It is invigorating but chaotic; requires decisiveness and boldness, but 
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with a need to tolerate ambiguity; requires planning and exploration, yet with an 
ability to tolerate the suspense of not knowing the final outcome; and brings high 
expectations with potentially rich opportunities, but, equally, exposes individuals to 
psychological risks, confusion, shame, and loss if goals are not realised. What seems 
evident is the possibility that transition from school will be an emotional time, 
including positive emotions that support the change and negative emotions that 
threaten regression and a movement away from change. Plunkett explains that the 
emotions experienced are most likely to be related to the amount of control the 
individual perceives to have during the change process.  
Adolescents are often confronted with material from research and the media 
that weighs heavily on their conceptions about transition. For example, a study of the 
first-year experience of Australian university students (Krause, Hartley, James & 
McInnes, 2005) showed that one-third of students failed to graduate, with most 
withdrawing before the end of their first year of study, and that only 40% felt that 
school had prepared them for university, while 30% felt ill-prepared to choose a 
university course on leaving school. Similarly, Taylor et al. (2007) report that the 
proportion of undergraduate university students experiencing significant distress was 
four times higher than their age-matched peers in the community, and a new 
awareness of the prevalence of mental ill-health in the 16–24 age group is bundled 
with unfortunate and extreme circumstances such as shootings, suicides, and other 
acts of violence. The Australian (Higher Education Editorial, 2011, p. 21) reported 
that first-year university students in particular face pressures such as the weight of 
constantly assessed performance, moving away from home, the need to manage 
practical life matters such as finances and accommodation, uncertainty about 
pathways, and the complicated process of engaging with other students, university 
staff, and large and impersonal institutions. Transition from school is a turbulent 
period, exciting but also pressure filled and possibly anxiety producing, and adding 
to this turbulence and uncertainty is the wide variety of destinations for young 
people, and an almost endless list of possibilities for life design. 
2.3 NAVIGATING THE TRANSITION 
Adolescence is a time of rapid personal development and socio-contextual change, 
and has been targeted as a key phase for the development of identity by some 
psychologists (Ericksen, 1950; Pasupathi & Weeks, 2010). So a change in physical 
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environment as a result of transition from school seems likely to coincide with rapid 
psychological and social change. Several authors (Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2010; Ibarra 
& Barbulescu, 2010; McIntosh, 2000) agree that transition towards change is an 
identity issue and effective transitions rely heavily on an individual’s private 
deliberations about their relationship with past, present, and future circumstance in 
order to navigate towards a new identity and change (Bamberg, 2012). Deliberation 
is not something that just happens in a person. It is a conscious, reflexive, and self-
critical exercise that effectively prioritises a way of life that defines our identities 
(Archer, 2003). In this regard, Bamberg (2012) says individuals have choices to 
make in three realms of identity construction that require a good deal of deliberation 
and reflexive navigation. Firstly, moment-to-moment navigation vis-à-vis others or 
discourse that marks ourselves as the same as or different from others; secondly, 
navigation about whether we view ourselves as constructed as a passive recipient of 
outside influences (parents, teachers, culture) or as highly agentic self-constructors; 
and thirdly, about navigating a position in relation to ourselves as either constant 
over time or the product of some gradual or radical change as we position ourselves 
towards an understanding of who we are.  
Identity can be defined as the meaning attached to oneself by oneself and 
others, and is displayed in attitudes, behaviours, and the stories we tell about 
ourselves to ourselves and to others (Brown & Bimrose, 2015; Gecas, 1982). These 
meanings and self-conceptions are based on the social roles and group memberships 
that a person holds (social identities) as well as the personal and character traits they 
display, or others attribute to them, based on their conduct (personal identities) 
(Ashforth, 2001). In this way identities are understood-selves based on meaning 
assumed from others, conferred by others, and by ourselves, intraspychically. The 
shift in identities required to effect change introduces the notion of possible selves—
the images one has about who one might become, or fear becoming—and in this 
sense identity is also defined as future potential (Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2010). Identity 
is engaged with in this research from a socio-cultural perspective, but is also 
affirmed as an individual project dependent upon the interplay of cognition and 
affect (Austin, 2005), and is, therefore, equally a psychological construction.  
Ericksen’s (1950) “identity” straddled the conceptual fence between the 
intrapsychic focus adopted by psychology and the environmental focus adopted by 
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sociology, and consequently his conception of identity included both internal 
psychological and social-contextual dimensions. Marcia’s (1966, 1980) interpretation 
of Ericksen was the first model to stimulate significant research literature on identity 
and Marcia positioned many researchers to privilege (personal) identity as a product 
of the relationship between exploration and commitment rather than based on the 
subjective continuity of the self, or self-consciousness. Marcia (1980) delineated four 
independent identity statuses, which represented different combinations of a level of 
exploration (problem-solving behaviour and sorting through alternatives) with a level 
of commitment (choosing alternatives and adherence to specific goals, values and 
beliefs). So whilst identity resulted from an individual’s engagement with society, 
they were engaging in four ways that identified them as distinctly different.  
Alternatives to Marcia’s theory have arisen since 1987. Neo-Ericksonian 
“extension” theories include versions that complement Marcia’s theory (Berzonsky, 
1989; Grotevant, 1987; Luyckx, Goossens, Soenens, & Beyers, 2006; Meeus, van de 
Schoot, Keijsers, Schwartz, & Branje, 2010); and “expansion” theories (Adams & 
Marshall, 1996; Côté, 1997) that utilise the “extension” (status) model but go beyond 
it and are more faithful to the multiplicity of Erickson’s identity construct, and to the 
significance of the interplay between structure and agency (Schwartz, 2001). Even 
within the extension theories based on Marcia there is evidence of subtlety. For 
example, whilst the dual-cycle model of Luyckx et al. (2006) assumes that 
individuals arrive at adolescence with no commitments, Meeus et al. (2010) contend 
that individuals arrive at adolescence with a set of commitments of minimal strengths 
in all domains, and identity is formed by consideration and reconsideration of these 
commitments, followed by their solidification through exploration-in-depth. My 
research, within the context of the relationship between narrative and identity 
developed later, connects best with the latter view of Meeus et al. (2010), and 
proposes that identity formation is more guided by progressive (developmental) 
changes in the way adolescents deal with commitments (Klimstra, Hale, 
Raaijmakers, Branje, & Meeus, 2010) and is therefore more to do with the 
application of emerging and maturing personal “adaptive” skills than with changes to 
the commitments themselves.  
Research on adolescent and early adulthood identity development has had two 
distinct foci recently: status identity, exploring distinct roles and ideologies resulting 
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in a commitment to some (exploration and commitment), similar to the extension and 
expansion theories based on Marcia’s work, and the other, narrative identity (Syed, 
& McLean, 2014), which focuses on the belief in the continuity of oneself over time 
(Pasupathi & Weeks, 2010). Despite the large body of work focusing on adolescent 
identity development through exploration and commitment, the role of narrative in 
identification and transition encourages an emerging emphasis on the other focus, 
that of continuity, whereby individuals have a sense of being the same person 
through time. Given the current convergence on the importance of narratives for 
identity construction, narrative strategies and storying will be privileged in this 
research to capture identity construction, taking precedence over a focus on prudent 
ideological construction, although the latter will not be ignored. Constructing stories 
of the past, present, and a projected future allows adolescents to “place themselves in 
the role of an agent who is continuous over time. Moreover, this placement allows 
for a sense of identity even in the face of substantial change” (Pasupathi & Weeks, 
2010, p. 33). Self-continuity as a narrative identity strategy entails autobiographically 
reasoning a balance between remaining the same and continuing to change and learn. 
Habermas and Kober (2014) describe this balance as a lifelong task especially 
required when change is imposed by a developmental task or other difficult life 
event. Within the context of my research, this means during the developmentally 
disruptive task of transition from senior schooling.  
Complexity is added to this discussion by Austin’s (2005) exposition that 
without exploration, commitment, or enduring self-consciousness identities can be 
(unconsciously) assumed by individuals through group membership, can be 
conferred upon individuals by significant adults, and can be subject to the bias of 
institutions and “identity politics” (p. 11). Furthermore, several authors (Burrow & 
Hill, 2011; Josselson, 2004; Taylor et al., 2007) agree it is not enough to just explore 
and commit—you have to be an active, self-directed agent, able to assume control 
over choices and consequences and to take responsibility for them. Integral to this is 
“a self that is co-constructed and revised by way of critical problem solving and 
critical discussion” (Schwartz, 2001, p. 35). So, it’s not good enough to be a self-
conscious active agent able to explore and commit—you have to have, at the same 
time, appropriate language-based construction skills and be wary of social bias.  
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Identity changes accompany significant role transitions (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 
2010) because new roles require new skills, behaviours, attitudes “and patterns of 
interpersonal interactions that may produce fundamental changes in an individual’s 
self-definitions” (p. 138). Vocational transition for adults is about an identity shift 
facilitating change within or between occupations, but for adolescents the transition 
from school requires the development of a prototypical vocational identity, or, at 
best, builds upon a set of commitments of minimal strength in the vocational domain 
(Klimstra et al., 2010). Significant transitions require that individuals strive to assert 
and expand themselves to master their environment, and so when we conceptualise 
the process of identity formation in adolescents, we make the assumption that 
adolescents are reasonably integrated and self-aware, with a sense of purpose 
(Burrow & Hill, 2011) and active intent (Josselson, 1994). Transition is an active 
process and is likely to be more active the more the transitions are high stakes and 
visible (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010), and more so because there are pre-conditions 
required for effective identification. It develops at different rates for different 
individuals (Savickas, 2002a), and personal skills are required (Schwartz, 2001). 
Therefore, effective transitions are conditional.  
I position identity as that which “falls out” of the reflexively refereed interplay 
between self and personal circumstance, recognising the responsibility of the self as a 
highly agentic self-constructor of identity responding creatively to the “unscripted 
performances that hold society together”, and that “social obligations pertain to her, 
rather than just being diffuse expectations” (Archer, 2000, p. 7). For those who forgo 
the opportunity to self-construct, purposefully or otherwise, their identity will be 
susceptible to the influence of dominating external circumstances, without reflexive 
mediation. At the same time, I focus on the construction of identity-as-narrative. I 
see it as a spoken (continuously evolving) autobiography emphasising the continuity 
of self, a continuing string of self-consciousness that reassures us that we are the 
same being over time. The current version of this continuously unfolding self-story is 
unlikely to be “told” until vocational change mechanisms (workplace transition, 
trauma or developmental stage) initiate heightened reflexive intervention. La Pointe 
(2010) regards the self (and its continuity) as a project that is inclusive of identity 
construction through the telling of stories in psychosocial contexts and in this way 
stories can be conceptualised as a meaning-making anchor for the self (Oyserman, 
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Elmore, & Smith, 2012). The self is not identity, nor is it absorbed into identity 
(Savickas, 2012), but this research suggests its role in formulating identity is 
undeniably significant. 
It seems self-evident that transition involves change, but one of the key 
measures of this change, identity (re)formulation, has self-continuity as one of its key 
tenets: that one is no longer the same person but one is still the same (Bamberg, 
2012). Bamberg says that storytelling activities can serve the function of navigating 
this dilemma “that in spite of changes, one still may be trustworthy” (p. 206), and 
emplotment makes this task easier. However, McIntyre (1981) says that the constant 
narration of our lives and orientation towards the idea of a good life (the plot) means 
that individuals will be selective about biographically salient events to story, 
choosing ones that move them in that perceived direction. In a similar vein, Conway 
and Pleydell-Pearce’s (2000) model of autobiographical memory systems suggests 
that individuals sometimes select and distort personal memories and render them 
consistent with personal goals and thereby increase personal sameness in time. In this 
way, the self-memory autobiographical knowledge base has a reciprocal relationship 
with active goals and the “knowledge base ‘grounds’ the goals of the working self” 
(p. 261). Can storytelling be trusted to give adolescents an accurate understanding of 
the meaning attached to them (of who they are)? Or is narrative identity likely to be 
hijacked (unconsciously) because any biographically relevant knowledge base upon 
which this identity is built is highly sensitive to pre-set, goal-based cues, or emotion, 
or even childhood amnesia (Conway & Pleydell-Pearse, 2000)? Are identity 
narratives indeed trustworthy? 
2.4 THE ROLE OF NARRATIVE IN IDENTIFICATION AND 
TRANSITION 
What then is the bridge between the play world and the real world, between 
separation and reorientation, between freezing and refreezing? According to Ibarra 
and Petriglieri (2010), as transitions challenge a person’s identity, continuity self-
narratives may be employed to weave connections across the gap between the old 
and the new identity, maintaining a sense of coherence and authenticity in the life 
story. By drawing on stories from an evolving narrative repertoire, transitions present 
multiple opportunities for narrating oneself to engage in identity work (Ibarra & 
Barbulescu, 2010). Field (2012) asserts that turning to biographical methods in 
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research reflects a contemporary interest in working with (auto)biography “as a way 
of constructing meaning and authenticity from people’s experiences of a rapidly 
changing modern world” (p. 7).  
Yet this autobiographical research domain is challenged by diffuse conceptions 
of the relationship between an individual and their life story in that life and the self 
are at the same time the object and the outcome of the story, and the self is also the 
author of the story (Field, 2012). The relationship between the spoken autobiography 
and the life spoken about is so enmeshed that they eventually become one another 
(McIlveen, 2012). According to Bruner (2004), “In the end we become the 
autobiographical narratives by which we ‘tell about’ our lives” (p. 694), while 
Bamberg (2012) says, “it seems to be assumed that the stories we tell about ourselves 
is how we conduct our lives – is who we are (p. 204). Bamberg is critical of the use 
of narratives as first-person stories of self-disclosures that reveal aspects of the 
speaker’s autobiography and subjectivity: “as speakers’ answers to the Who-Am-I 
question” (2012, p. 203). Bamberg is not convinced that personal storytelling is the 
best medium to navigate the “space” between who we used to be and how we want to 
position ourselves now or in the future. “The question forces itself to mind whether 
storytelling is an exceptional territory without which it would not be possible to 
navigate the constancy–change dilemma” (p. 205). Bamberg in this way champions 
the narrative more for its role in promoting narrative practice and identity navigation, 
rather than as a (navel-gazing) medium to anchor the narrative deep in the existence 
of the person and “endow the person with something like a narrative essence” 
(p. 207).  
In contrast, Bochner (2012) declares narratives (and language) as essential for 
exploring what it is to be human; not used for inquiry into literal truths, but 
emotional, dialogical, and collaborative truths from which to understand and deal 
with “life’s challenges and contingencies” (p. 161). Bamberg (2012) describes 
Bochner’s approach to narratives as if they were “autoethnography’s ethical calling” 
(p. 207). Yet some social realists, for example, have difficulty accepting language, 
and therefore narrative, as a way of knowing the world, expecting that selfhood (and 
identity) exists independently of language (Archer, 2000). Language, for realists, 
because it can only describe the known world, is limiting because of its inability to 
describe identity-defining human experiences (causal interactions between structure 
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and agency) in terms of inevitable unknown phenomena. Representing social reality 
accurately through language is also problematic because “the constitutive quality of 
language creates experience and necessarily transforms the data that are being 
described” (Bochner, 2012, p. 157).  
Language is discussed in the literature as an essential element for telling life’s 
stories, enabling the public expression of private cognitions. But, equally, language 
does not guarantee the narrator’s ability to truthfully remember serendipitous or 
critical events or faithfully narrate them to a listener (Conway & Pleydell-Pearse, 
2000; McIntyre, 1981). McAdams (1995) describes not one but a hierarchy of self-
defining narratives, from the most consciously articulated to deeper, more revealing 
life narrations whose existence is only vaguely discernible to the narrator. Also 
Riessman (2003) explains that not only the teller has interpretive agency over the 
story but also the listener, the transcriber and the reader. The telling and the 
interpretation of stories are constrained by the language consciousness of the 
biographer and the listener, in that the story can only be narrated and interpreted with 
the language available to the interpreter and the teller. Language helps us to 
communicate and learn, share knowledge, plan for the future, and learn from the 
past. Narrative counselling and the process constructs (McMahon, 2005; McMahon 
et al., 2012), as well as the conscious language-based skills that underpin them, are 
buttressed by language that occurs within and between individuals—that is, within 
the teller and between the teller and the listeners. The storytelling approach to 
identity construction, therefore, is grounded in language including the ability to 
express and receive (understand and interpret) language and then to reflect and re-
tell.  
Stories have become a familiar vehicle for learning about identity (Tuval-
Mashiach, 2006). A number of authors (Brott, 2001, 2005; Ibarra & Barbulescu, 
2010; McAdams, 1993, 2011; Meeus, 2011; Meijers & Lengelle, 2012; Plunkett, 
2001; Polkinghorne, 1988; Raggatt, 2006; Riessman, 2003) position identity as a 
biographical construction (a story) to integrate the self, and assert that identities can 
be designed and constructed purposefully by intentionally selecting and participating 
in identity-construction experiences (Scholl & Cascone, 2010). Savickas (2010) 
defines this construction as a narrative art, a craft that can be learned and practised. 
Peavy (1998, in Scholl & Cascone, 2010) views the self as a project that is 
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perpetually being constructed by the individual. According to McAdams (1993, 
1995), we require ourselves to be unified and purposeful (to have an identity), and 
the telling of an inner story arranges the self in that way. Storytelling becomes a 
mechanism through which identity, an internalised and evolving life story 
(McAdams, 2011), is crafted (La Pointe, 2010). McAdams (2011) introduced the 
concept of a “narrative identity” (p. 117), and McAdams & Bowman (2001, p. 11) 
explain that: 
Identity is an evolving and implicit narrative of the self that reconstructs the 
past and anticipates the future in such a way as to confer on the chaos of (late) 
modern life a modicum of direction, vitality and followability.  
The narrative is an organisational scheme that makes human lives 
comprehensible as wholes, allowing for the conception of our own and others’ 
behaviours—the more complete the story the more integrated and unified the self 
(Polkinghorne, 1988). The narrative illuminates parts of the life story; it shapes and 
identifies individuals (Stebleton, 2010) but does not stand alone as identity 
(McAdams, 1993). The story is interpretive but in turn has to be interpreted for the 
identifying elements (Riessman, 1993). McAdams (1995) says the story is open to 
various interpretations and the storyteller is not infallible in constructing the story. 
The story is only a measure of the construction of self, one of many possible stories, 
and because of this the individual’s self-assessment may benefit from feedback for 
cohesion and authenticity as it evolves (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010).  
Raggatt (2006), in describing identity as an open-ended, dialogical, and 
narrative engagement with the world, says there is no single story, or a single voice 
for the narrative, but a multiplicity of stories with a deep level of complexities and 
conflicts among the voices. The storied self can be understood synchronically in 
terms of multiple and simultaneous story lines: “in essence a string of identities and 
storylines leading to possible contradictions and conflict in the structure of the self” 
(p. 17). Adolescent identity development requires a positioning around these voices 
in order to make sense of, and generate meaning from, concerns as they arise. The 
narrative generated has an integrative function and identity is elicited from a 
multiplicity of internal conversations. Raggatt is of the view that the idea of 
conversational complexity and multiplicity has to be owned during identification, not 
ignored.  
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Narrative identity studies consistently address the development of adolescent 
identity in the context of a coherent and systematically constructed autobiography 
(Meeus, 2011). Morgan (2000) describes individuals who tell simple, brief, and 
incomplete autobiographical stories as having thin narratives. Scholl and Cascone 
(2010) believe that thin narratives may reflect a relatively thin collection of accrued 
experiences and related social roles or selves, which may in turn limit an individual’s 
ability to adopt a forward-looking, self-confident stance towards transitions in life. It 
is not enough to just tell a story; the stories have to be rich (McAdams, 1993) and 
create a sense of continuity, authenticity, coherence, validity, and legitimacy (Ibarra 
& Barbulescu, 2010) to successfully marry the past with a possible future.  
Each new transition requires the personal story to be retold; individuals have to 
re-identify themselves in relation to their new context to create new meaning for new 
discretionary behaviours. Change in this way is ongoing and requires a fluid self-
awareness, a constant process of becoming, and a greater sense of responsibility for 
life direction (Burrow & Hill, 2003). The process of alignment and new 
identification is dynamic and played out in the narrative. Savickas (2005) explains 
that the self and society are never aligned, and are destined to play out their time 
together locked in a recursive embrace. The individual extends into the community 
through transitions towards occupational congruence, and in so doing the disposition 
and readiness of the individual to interact changes, and so on. 
Ibarra and Barbulescu (2010) argue that people draw from an evolving 
narrative repertoire to engage in identity work; that repertoires “adjust so as to reflect 
the evolution of a person’s sense of self” (p. 147). Individuals arrive at opportunities 
for change with provisional narratives and enrich them through the parallel evolution 
of a repertoire of stories that coalesce around the new self-understanding that is 
evolving from the transition. Thus the evolution of identity required for the shift 
from separation to reorientation is “matched and evidenced in a parallel evolution of 
the person’s narrative repertoire” (p. 148). Stories old and new, based on personal 
anecdotes, institutional scripts, cultural archetypes, and relevant events are adjudged 
as authentic and valid (or not), by the individual and others respectively, and, if not 
discarded, are retained within the repertoire to add variety, cohesion, and legitimacy 
to the developing story. Personal resources, such as self-monitoring (Ibarra & 
Barbulescu, 2010) and reflexive style and stance (Archer, 2003), intersect with 
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events and help interpret and select stories to add to the developing transitional 
narrative. Along the way self-conceptions change and a new identity is internalised. 
The repertoire adjusts so as to reflect the evolution of a person’s new self-
conceptions:  
Narrating the self, changes the self. Just as people construct identities by telling 
their story, they also reinvent themselves by telling new stories about what is 
happening to them. (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010, p. 151) 
Ibarra and Barbulescu explain that all this is done without knowing the end of 
the story, so that narratives and identities will be more provisional during transition 
and less consistent than an ad hoc story after reorientation into a new role identity. 
Furthermore, this model facilitates an understanding about how narrative facilitates 
“rupture”, allowing people to drive their story prospectively—to be the authors of 
their own story. Ibarra & Barbulescu’s model positions role transitions as a dynamic 
process that privileges the parallel evolution of narrative, narrative repertoire, and 
identity, and brings into focus the importance of exploration and commitment 
(Meeus et al., 2010), adaptiveness (Savickas, 2002a, 2005, 2012), and the 
relationship between structure and agency (Archer, 2003, 2012).  
Identities are best constructed from thick, rich self-narratives, moulded from a 
conscious engagement with complexity and multiplicity through self-reflection and 
self-awareness. Narratives that are rooted in subjectivity and champion 
multidimensionality over unidimensionality (rather than just being a chronicle of 
facts integrating emotion) marry intention and action, wishes and fantasy, with 
relevant external events (Josselson, 2004). Over time life stories can be expected to 
evolve substantially, evidenced by increases in emotional positivity and motivational 
themes and more complex richer accounts with more conceptual and integrative 
complexity in open-ended texts (McAdams et al., 2006; Rehfuss & Di Fabio, 2012). 
Hyvarinen (2006) explains that in this way narratives become attached to our 
identities lending them more profound unity. Bujold (2004) values this conceptual 
integration as an opportunity for growth, transformation, and clarification, and 
describes it as likely to be therapeutic. 
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2.5 THE NARRATIVE AS A LINK WITH THE SUBJECTIVE CAREER: 
UNDERSTANDING CAREERS AS STORIES 
Savickas (2002a) explains that subjectively a career is the moving perspective in 
which the person sees their life as a whole and interprets the meaning of their various 
attributes and actions and the things that happen to them. This subjectivity imposes 
direction on vocational behaviour towards a way of life that we would like to live—a 
“modus vivendi” (Archer, 2003), an “occupational niche” (Savickas, 2002a)—and 
the stories over a lifetime provide an efficient means through which individuals build 
their subjective career (Young, Valach, & Collin, 1996). The self-narrative explains 
the conscious construction of that career, explains the way in which individuals have 
interpreted their working selves in relation to their circumstances, and their 
generative strivings, and its narration forms career as a superordinate construct that 
guides vocational behaviour (Savickas, 2002a).  
According to McMahon and Watson (2013), ever since Cochrane’s (1997) 
seminal text on narrative counselling “there has been a growing trend towards 
narrative approaches in career guidance” (p. 278). The narrative, and an 
understanding of the power of an individual’s story, has become recognised as a 
primary factor in conceptualising career (Brott, 2001, 2005; de St. Aubin, Wandrei, 
Skerven, & Coppolillo, 2006; Hartung, 2013, 2016; Mayo, 2001; McAdams, 1995; 
McMahon, 2006; McMahon & Watson, 2012; Rehfuss, 2009, 2015; Savickas, 2005, 
2009, 2010, 2011a, 2012, 2013a). Vocational in my research refers to the 
discretionary responses and decisions an individual makes in choosing and adapting 
to (the idea of) an occupation, and career is the sum of these vocational behaviours 
over time (Savickas, 2002a). McIlveen (2012) says that it’s too soon to claim 
scholarly consensus on the meaning of narrative in vocational psychology and that 
narrative is often described in terms of what it does (its role in the formulation of self 
and identity, bringing order to disorder, organising and interpreting events, with 
attributions of agency and causal links) rather than how it’s done (psychological 
processes involved in authoring, telling, listening, and acting). 
Nevertheless, narrative has been embraced as providing an holistic 
understanding of an individual’s vocation and career (Brott, 2001), and privileges a 
move away from the positivist tradition of objective observation, as exemplified by 
Parson’s (1909) work at the beginning of the vocational guidance movement. This is 
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a shift away from a concentration on occupations and the type of people who fill 
them (Savickas, 2002a), towards a recognition of the importance of the qualitative 
subjective engagement of the individual, a movement that had its beginnings with the 
work of Super (1953), which concentrated on how individuals’ work lives unfold 
(Savickas, 2002a). This subjective perspective on private meaning began in 
vocational psychology with the work of Shaw (1930) and Hughes (1958), and their 
interpretation of experience stands in contrast to the objective career promoted by 
Davidson and Anderson (1937). Vocational psychologists’ logical positivism seems 
to have given ground to “an epistemic paradigm of social constructionism” 
(Savickas, 2011a, p. 254) and constructivism, examples of which can be seen in 
Savickas’s “life design” (2009, 2012, 2013a) and Patton and McMahon’s (1997, 
1999, 2006, 2014) systems theory perspectives. McMahon, Watson and Patton 
(2014, p. 2) describe this perspective as “context-resonant” whereby the complexity 
of individuals’ lives is encapsulated in a framework that represents the sites within 
which stories have been constructed over time, and also the content of their stories 
(Patton & McMahon, 2006).  
Hyvarinen (2006) uses the term “narrative turn” in relation to career, a 
predominant system of narrative theory that supports this context-resonant approach 
to understanding lives and career. Hartung (2013) describes this narrative turn as 
both a way of representing vocational behaviour (and in that sense representative of 
lives lived rather than stories told) and as playing a role in shaping lives in terms of 
how we perceive the world and how we act in it. The narrative becomes a metaphor 
for lives lived and about to be lived, and has attached to it the concept of identity. 
Autobiographical narratives, in particular, often involve stories that reflect an 
individual’s core constructs, values, and self-concepts (Rehfuss, 2009), and the self 
within these narratives is regarded “as a project that is inclusive of identity 
construction through the telling of stories in psychosocial contexts” (McMahon & 
Watson, 2013, p. 280). Storying in this way helps us to construct ourselves and 
equally importantly helps individuals to develop an understanding of the (vocational) 
meaning attached to, or emerging from, those constructed selves. Savickas’s (2013b) 
tripartite approach to the development of the psychological self helps to clarify the 
use of “self” in career psychology and its relationship with identity and narrative. 
Savickas’s adolescent “self” develops through three probabilistic (though context-
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dependent) phases, the last of which, self as project, reprises the role of the 
individual as the author of his or her own identity. It is this last stage that offers a 
link with narrative, in that identity—and the meanings subsequent and consequent 
with its construction—can be promoted as an autobiographical entity.  
“Career” today seems less concerned with facts and more concerned with 
interpretation and meaning-making: a more holistic approach that takes account of 
time and space and patterns (Cohen, Dubberley, & Mallon, 2004). Savickas’s (2009, 
2011a, 2012) model for career counselling resonates with career as the carrier of 
meaning, and is an iteration of career based on narrative and storytelling (Brott, 
2001, 2005; Cochrane, 1997; Guichard, 2009; Savickas, 2005, 2011a). Career 
counsellors have extended this concept of career through story to explore the client’s 
world through story development. Meaning that calls for further exploration is 
exhumed from the collaborative deconstruction, reconstruction, and co-construction 
of life stories (Brott, 2001): 
The emerging practice of career counselling seems to take the general form of 
constructing career through small stories, deconstructing and reconstructing the 
small stories into a large story, and co-constructing intention and action to begin 
the next episode in that large story. (Savickas, 2011a, p. 251) 
Self-understanding through a constructed, storied identity helps to maintain 
coherence, consistency, and continuity during times of transition. The responsibility 
for career having shifted from institutions to individuals, charges individuals with the 
need to bridge transitions through (auto)biographicity and identity work (Savickas, 
2012)—a kind of subjective authorship of their own career. In this regard Savickas 
(2011a) views self as a “project” whereby identity is constructed through agentic 
self-authorship. 
Looking back on the life story that is career, the dynamics of its construction 
are revealed in the self-defining stories about the tasks, transitions, and traumas the 
individual has faced (Savickas, 2002a). The stories express the uniqueness of the 
individual and have themes that pattern the individual’s experiences and create 
meaning and a sense of what matters: meaning and “mattering” flow from the self-
understanding and self-clarity that bind the narrative together into a story with 
emplotment and themes. This sense of what matters is essential to focus reflexive 
deliberations about future courses of action that are hoped to be adaptive, and by 
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“explicating the meaning and mattering of past experiences, life-design activities 
forge links to the world that lies ahead by promoting intention and action” (Savickas, 
2010, p. 16). Indeed, Josselson (1994) views this meaning and mattering as a 
relational component of identity—and for individuals, the belief that what they do 
matters is important.  
Meaning creates webs of significance. These are meaning systems that 
intersect and are incredibly strong. Once spun, the ideas trap and suspend people in 
their overlapping strands (Cohen et al., 2004). Meaning-making can be considered a 
collective rather than idiosyncratic process that continues merging past and present 
as a continuous narrative that stories career over a lifetime. Individuals are privileged 
as the authors of their subjective career (Blustein, Schultheiss, & Flum, 2004; Brott, 
2005; Severy, 2008; Young & Collin, 2004), and are assumed to be actively involved 
in writing and revising a coherent personal and professional narrative. Savickas 
(2002a) explains that individuals may reshape the past in their narratives to fit their 
current needs. That is, narrative truth may differ from historical truth. 
Within this story significant vocational changes will be represented by surges 
in sophisticated identity activity, recognisable mostly as a series of adaptive leaps 
accompanied by increased reflexive internal conversation. Each leap involves 
transition towards change with an associated shift in vocational identity. This shift is 
recognisable as adaptive if there is a shift from a kind of “vocational anxiety” 
through transition towards a “vocational ease”. Savickas (2002a) describes this 
(re)construction towards change as adaptive and significant for career development, 
and, like McIntosh (2000), believes that a cyclical rather than linear view of the 
career process better captures the reality of today’s world of work. Both authors look 
at career as a complex cycle of change and continuity (stability), as a journey from 
evolutionary truce, through change or crisis, to the next evolutionary truce. While a 
linear conceptualisation of change focuses more on maintaining the status quo, a 
cyclical perspective puts more emphasis on individual subjective authorship, 
promoting flexibility, resilience and continuous learning (McIntosh, 2000). Change 
in this way seems more adaptive rather than negative.  
The desired outcome of vocational transitions towards change is 
“adaptiveness” (Savickas, 2002a), and an individual’s capacity to constructively 
regulate personal resources, including psycho-behavioural functions, in favour of 
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change has been characterised by Martin, Nejad, Colmar, and Liem (2012) as 
“adaptability”. Movement towards change is based on uneasiness about the current 
vocational circumstance, and agents move consciously towards something that is 
more satisfying to their self-conceptions about work. They have anticipatory 
expectations of a new match between self and occupation. Each transition from 
“separation” towards “reorientation” is a leap of faith predicated on appropriate re-
identification and grounded in the hope that individuals have sufficient personal 
resources to realise the change. Martin et al. (2012) suggest that young people 
purposefully manage changing tasks by constructively regulating (and developing) 
their personal resources, a management practice that will be seen to be increasingly 
important in the next two sections.  
Adaptiveness can only be supposed from a backward-looking perspective after 
the change is complete, emerging retrospectively. Many “separations”, “transitions”, 
and “reorientations” (completed changes) may not be adaptive. Many may turn out to 
be regressive, not progressive. Whilst change will always be recursive for further 
change, either psychically or occupationally in the vocational domain, it may not be 
adaptive. Maladaptive change behaviours are at least equally recursive of further 
change, perhaps more so. The transitional narrative, whilst it may be representative 
of vocational identity prior to “reorientation” or “refreezing”, cannot have, nor does 
it need to have, known representations of “adaptiveness”. Discretionary vocational 
behaviours may be represented in the narrative and may be aspirational of adaptive 
advantage. Young people can expect to be excited about the possibility of 
forthcoming adaptive congruence, but they may not end up that way. We may 
unknowingly operate in ways to realise our concerns that are not in our best interests, 
and it is only in hindsight that we can “know”. Certainly, Archer (2003) suggests that 
many decisions individuals make may be aversive to adaptive change, and some may 
be adjudged as subversive in the manner in which individuals negotiate their stance 
towards society. My research position is that “adaptiveness” is a post-transitional 
artefact, aspirational in pre-transitional autobiographies, but only celebrated as such 
in the completed-change-narrative (reorientation identity) wherein the provenance of 
the adaptive course of action becomes self-evident.  
For adolescents their prototypical transitional vocational identity prior to 
graduation is, by definition, a first attempt at adaptive decision-making. Transition 
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from school is an adolescent’s first substantial change requiring decisions about 
courses of action that have embedded vocational significance, and it brings with it an 
emerging realisation of the need for an adaptive consciousness, a vocational 
reflexivity. Graduation from school has elements of Giddens’s (1991) “fateful 
moment” (p. 112), in that the change “demands” that the individual considers the 
consequences of particular choices, and so engages a reflexive assessment of risk and 
benefit. Giddens explains that consequential decisions once taken in the “current 
state of knowledge” (p. 119) will reshape the reflexive project of identity through the 
lifestyle consequences that ensue. As such, transition from school has major 
implications for the future and for (vocational) self-identity (Plumridge & Thomson, 
2003). 
Archer’s (2003) personal reflexivity, and more specifically the “internal 
conversation”, is in this research privileged as the engine that drives adaptiveness. 
Internal conversation guides the construction of identity by enabling the individual to 
discern and prioritise a constellation of individual concerns based on self-perceptions 
and self-knowledge. Reflexive internal dialogue allows individuals to weigh up the 
likelihood of gains against possible losses when particular courses of action are 
idealised. Thus the resultant behaviours that facilitate transition towards change are 
discretionary and designed to be, but are not infallibly adaptive. Reflexivity and its 
internal conversation is a tool that facilitates identity development, and then, having 
done so, hopefully facilitates decision-making to accommodate advantageous 
discretionary vocational outcomes. This reflexivity is expected to be evident in 
vocational autobiographies. 
Life design, as a career intervention through life-portraiture, is intended to 
shape interests and aspirations, engender adaptabilities for career resilience, promote 
narrative (psychological) skills, and shape intentionality to give meaning to 
experiences (Hartung, 2016). Some already-developed counselling practices 
classified by kinaesthetic, auditory, and blended learning styles (McMahon & 
Watson, 2015) map qualitative counselling interventions designed to support the co-
construction of life-career portraits by helping individuals tell “fuller, thicker and 
richer stories of the self so they can more clearly narrate their lives and careers” 
(Rehfuss, 2015, p. 154). Examples of these practices include Savickas’s (2011a) 
Career Construction Interview (CCI), McIlveen’s (2006) My Career Chapter, 
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Rehfuss’s (2009) Future Career Autobiography (FCA), and McMahon, Patton, and 
Watson’s (2005) My System of Career Influences (adolescent version).  
2.6 TIMES HAVE CHANGED 
It seems that the proliferation and diversification of jobs that arose at the beginning 
of the 20th century helped spawn a society wherein dedicated workers could aspire to 
a job, and job security, for the rest of their lives. The social order provided pre-
determined pathways to retirement (a career path) from which individuals could 
make fitting choices (Savickas et al., 2009)—the so-called grand narratives 
(Shanahan & Longest, 2009, p. 30) that view a biography as a progression through 
universal stages. An autoethnographic account of such a journey would be more 
objectively biographical than subjectively autobiographical and context-dependent. 
There is evidence of the prolongation and diversification of the transition to 
adulthood in some advanced industrialised countries (Australia, Canada, and the 
United States), whereby “current generations are not following the predictable 
sequence of events that earlier generations did—completing school, entering the 
labour force, leaving the parental home, marrying, and becoming a parent—and the 
transitions they make are occurring at older ages than in the past” (Fussell et al., 
2007, p. 2). These demographic markers are now deemed less important by youth, 
and are more likely to be replaced with psychological markers of maturity (like 
independent decision-making) as a measure of adulthood (Shanahan & Longest, 
2009). It seems the aggregate experience of young people across the world in the 21st 
century reflects circumstances of increasing globalisation and, with it, increasing 
heterogeneity and unpredictability, challenging earlier notions of social stability and 
privileging the need for worker and workplace flexibility. Savickas (2013b) explains 
that rather than biographical certainty in a predictable life course, individuals must 
adapt to a life course with “destandardised trajectories consisting of more frequent 
and less predictable occupational transitions” (p. 157). 
Arnett and Tanner (Arnett, 2002; Tanner, 2006; Tanner & Arnett, 2011) are 
building a body of evidence around psychological consequences bound to the 
concept of a new life stage between adolescence and adulthood called “emerging 
adulthood”. Tanner and Arnett (2011) offer this group as not just distinct 
demographically in terms of delayed school-to-work transitions, but also different in 
personality and cognition and in their relationship with peers, parents, and significant 
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others, and different subjectively and psychologically. Tanner and Arnett (2011) 
describe the primary psychosocial task of this group as “recentering to the social 
order through accelerated independence” (p. 14). Other authors have been known to 
use the term young adulthood or early adulthood for this group. As a corollary to 
globalisation, identity confusion is increasing amongst this group in that they are 
joining and forming self-selected (local) cultures and consequently forming local 
identities separate from their global identity (Arnett, 2002). This seems to resemble 
some form of localised resistance to, or a measure of protection from, change. 
Accordingly, this period of “emerging adulthood” (18–25 years) is purported to 
extend the nominal period of adolescent identity exploration well into the mid to late 
twenties (Tanner & Arnett, 2011). Shanahan and Longest (2009) are sceptical about 
such a life stage, noting that empirical evidence for an “emerging adulthood” is 
wanting and what is available exposes serious conceptual limitations. They suggest 
that such a “stage” undermines young peoples’ appreciation for diversity. 
Within this broader context of the global changes to the transition to 
adulthood—namely, prolongation and diversification—several authors (Archer, 
2003, 2012; Burrow & Hill, 2011; Savickas, 2002a, 2005, 2011a) are conscious of 
the effect of globalisation and experiential heterogeneity on adolescent identity and 
career development. Identity, and necessarily career, are fashioned within this 
globalised context and individuals are increasingly required to manufacture their own 
future, exhibit a psychological flexibility, and “a capacity to understand and manage 
experiences as they occur” (Burrow & Hill, 2011, p. 1196). Individuals are required 
to constantly assess themselves, including the need for the constant revision of 
meaning and the reinterpretation of circumstance in relation to changing self-
perception (Severy, 2008). Graduating adolescents need a toolbox of skills to shape 
their lives and promote thriving in this context—they are required to be purposeful, 
consciously reflexive, agentic, and intentional critical thinkers, with the linguistic 
ability to create, narrate, and extract meaning from a psycho-biographical identity 
during times of change. 
In this changing context careers are more likely to be designed and constructed 
with no end in mind, not based on decisiveness and certainty, but intentions and 
uncertainty, resilience, adaptability, and the courage to take risks (Savickas, 2011a). 
Digitalisation and economic globalisation has reshaped the working arrangements 
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that society makes with us. Economic globalisation is reshaping the social 
organisation of work, and temporary and part-time work is becoming increasingly 
common (Savickas, 2011a). Savickas refers to “dejobbing”, wherein previous 
lifelong and stable careers are being replaced by a life filled with temporary 
assignments. There is a decline in identifiable career trajectories and career routes. 
Established paths and identifiable scripts are disappearing. Savickas talks of 
“portfolio careers” wherein you do the work and move on; jobs are replaced by 
“assignments”, and job outcomes replace job descriptions. Employment today is 
insecure and uncertain, temporary, contingent, casual, contract, part-time, external, 
and atypical. No longer are workers expected to be interested in their job, nor will 
they necessarily find the work interesting. Management does not guarantee loyalty 
nor do they expect loyalty in return. Employability is just a transaction; there is no 
relationship between the workplace and the worker (Savickas, 2011a, 2012).  
Individuals are now encouraged to actively manage their careers through 
adaptability and lifelong learning, and to construct meaning and an understanding of 
what matters from an autobiographically reasoned narrative (Habermas, 2010). 
Exposing vocational meaning and an understanding of what matters in their past, 
present, and future lives generates intention, motivation and agency (Eccles, 2009). 
No longer are you skilled up and then released onto a “path”. You are expected to 
manage your own career; yet, because of the nature of work, it’s hard to make plans. 
Savickas (2012) says that in this uncertain world, the only certainty we have is the 
certainty we construct within ourselves. Savickas et al. (2009) emphasise career as 
the carrier of meaning, and not career development but more as “life trajectories” 
(p. 3). Simple linear causalities are the exception. 
Yet we have to live ahead of ourselves, and each person has to assume greater 
responsibility for understanding his or her own needs and determining and managing 
goals. “Careers are managed in a fluid environment, and are no longer developed in a 
stable medium” (Savickas, 2011a, p. 253). Savickas (2012) posits that you have to 
construct “you” in accordance with careers that are newly reconceptualised as 
“boundaryless” (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996), full of “happenstance” (Krumboltz, 
2009), and “chaos” (Pryor & Bright, 2011), “customised” (Benko & Weisberg, 
2007), a “kaleidoscopic” (Sullivan & Mainiero, 2008), and as a “portfolio” (Handy, 
1998). Individuals are required to be highly self-conscious and constantly engaged in 
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identity work and seeking narrative coherence, if only on a transitory basis (Giddens, 
1991). Risk surfaces to be managed in an increasingly unpredictable climate, with 
individuals “disembedded” from tradition (Giddens, 1991; Severy, 2008), living “a 
biography reflexively organised in terms of the flows of social and psychological 
information about possible ways of life” (Plumridge & Thomson, 2003, p. 214).  
To make your way in post-modernism or late-modernity, Archer (2012) 
prescribes the need for a general intensification of personal reflexivity. Structure and 
culture are undergoing an accelerated “morphogenesis” (p. 5), in which more and 
more subjects find themselves in new situational contexts which they have to 
confront in a novel manner (Archer, 2012) to effect change. In line with this thinking 
vocational psychologists are “formulating heuristic constructs intended to help 
clients understand and negotiate a life course filled with transitions” (Savickas, 
2011a, p. 254). These constructs include: “identity rather than personality; 
adaptability rather than maturity; intentionality rather than decidedness; and stories 
rather than scores” (p. 254). Yet some measure of social/vocational stability seems 
likely to survive Archer’s emerging social incongruency, and not all discretionary 
vocational pathways are likely to be subject to the pressures of intensifying social 
change. It seems possible that a backward-looking perspective on vocational 
decisions will mark some personal career trajectories as having given few 
concessions to experiential heterogeneity. Some pathways will remain traditional, 
mimicking Archer’s (2012) morphostasis. Furthermore, Archer (2014b) posits that 
morphogenesis may generate its own endogenous modes of stabilization through the 
beneficial consequences of changes that are not based upon competition with winners 
and losers, as in the current market state whereby harm can be brought to distant 
others (Archer, 2014a). This seems a kind of quasi-morphostasis, which might be 
sufficient to satisfy the need for stability for some agents.  
What does seem evident in this debate is that rational vocational choices arise 
from the connexion of individual functioning (agency) and social structures 
(context). Akram (2013) suggests there is general agreement that agents, not 
structures, act, and that structures affect the actions of agents, but contends that 
authors differ in their opinions about how agents act to manage this conjunction of 
causal powers. In this regard, Akram posits that Archer (2003, 2012) favours an 
agent’s response to circumstance exclusively as the product of a conscious reflexive 
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dialectic. Giddens (1991), in addition to this conscious response, acknowledges a 
role for pre-conscious thought, but is ambivalent about the relationship between 
structure and agent as dialectic. Bourdieu (1990) offers an understanding of the 
unconscious and habit with respect to how agents respond to social structures. This 
research favours Archer’s reflexive dialectic to explain how it is that agents manage 
outcomes in response to the influence of circumstance. Nevertheless, lives unfold 
through mundane, day-to-day decisions (Plumridge & Thomson, 2003), prototypical 
identities are constructed, and old identities transition to new ones. It seems that, 
irrespective of the way of this unfolding and irrespective of the social clime, 
adolescents require significant personal skills in order to make their way, despite 
some inconsistencies amongst authors as to how they proceed on their way. Personal 
skills seem to arrive “just in time” for adolescent transitions from senior schooling as 
cognitive and reflective organisation increases to coincide with another transition: to 
adulthood. 
2.7 PERSONAL SKILLS AND THE NARRATIVE CONSTRUCTION OF 
VOCATIONAL IDENTITY 
Whilst socio-cultural and psychological perspectives are both engaged in the 
narrative construction of (vocational) identity, and therefore both are implicated in 
effective transitioning towards change, identity formation in the final instance is 
recognised as “inherently individual and dependent upon the interplay of processes 
of cognition and affect that constitute the world of the psychologist” (Austin, 2005, 
p. 10). This means that change is personal and relies heavily on individual skill 
despite the contention that individuals can both assume identities and have them 
conferred upon them (Austin, 2005). The increasing dominance of the paradigm of 
“boundaryless” careers (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996) and “jobless work” that moves 
people from project to project means that individuals are required to actively manage 
their careers, constantly adapting to changing circumstances and changing self-
conceptions. Individuals, it seems, manage this by way of accumulated personal 
resources: adaptabilities. These resources are required to effect vocational responses 
that are mostly logical and conscious derivatives (Krieshok, Motl, & Rutt, 2011), 
more opportunistic, and likely to coalesce around circumstances involving 
happenstance, chaos, and serendipity, given life’s propensity for change and 
increasing unpredictability (Archer, 2012; Krieshok et al., 2011). 
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Personal resources that include reflexivity (Archer, 2003; Austin, 2005; 
Giddens, 1991), autobiographical competence (Habermas, 2010; Lieblich, 
McAdams, & Josselson, 2004; Rehfuss, 2009, 2015; Rehfuss & Di Fabio, 2012; 
Savickas, 2002b, 2011a; Scholl & Cascone, 2010), narratability (Josselson, 2004; 
Rhymes, 2003; Savickas, 2011a), and critical-thinking skills (Schwartz, 2001) are of 
particular relevance, especially in relation to the influence they bring to bear on the 
development of adolescent vocational identity in the last two years of schooling. 
These resources are representative of conscious, rational, language-based skills 
required for human adaptability (an ability that humans would hope to have 
throughout their life-span), and recognition of their significance helps concretise “an 
emerging recognition of the human animal as a complex evolving system, perhaps 
even a system of systems, constantly adapting to an ever-changing environment” 
(Krieshok et al., 2011, p. 229). Despite this apparent reliance on conscious, 
language-based activities for identification, dual-processing theories of cognition 
(Evans, 2008) suggest that only a small slice of human life is available for conscious, 
controlled, rule-based, and rational consumption at any one time, as opposed to the 
unconscious, intuitive, heuristic, and automatic system that is effectively limitless in 
its processing capacity. In spite of this apparent discrepancy in capacity, important 
lifestyle choices about whom to marry, where to live, and what job to take are all 
“conscious” decisions (Wilson, 2002).  
This research takes the view that privileging critical language-based skills for 
adaptability (reflexivity, auto-biographicity, problem solving and critical thinking, 
for example) reinforces the conscious rational mind as the primary driver of re-
identification towards change and ongoing discretionary vocational behaviours. 
Krieshok et al. (2011) define this as a “reductionist, conscious, deliberative approach 
[that] activates the conscious-rational system” (p. 232), a system of the brain most 
notably related to the acquisition and use of language. This position, perhaps 
unreasonably, denies the evidence that the unconscious-intuitive system “plays an 
indispensable role in complex human psychological activity, such as decision making 
and goal setting” (Krieshok et al., 2011, p. 232). Undoubtedly, students with poor 
language-based skills can still transition effectively from school and whilst their 
effectiveness may not be able to be linked to a thick, coherent, self-narrative, their 
transitional competence may be more effectively gauged by exhuming their more 
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unconscious, intuitive, heuristic deliberations, interpretations of which are still, 
however, undeniably language-based:  
Rather than ignoring or attempting to eliminate the influence intuition has on 
choices, most research and theory align with the proposal that to make the most 
satisfying decisions, individuals must be able to use both intuition and reason in 
a collaborative fashion. (Krieshok et al., 2011, p. 233) 
This research focuses on the more recent conception of identity-as-narrative; 
on the experience of one’s continuity over time—seeing ourselves as the same 
person over time, rather than on the “process and content of identity—exploring 
distinct roles and ideologies, and committing to some” (Pasupathi & Weeks, 2010, 
p. 32). Possession of this continuous sense of self and allied reflexive ability allows 
individuals to have memories and reflect upon themselves in relation to circumstance 
(Archer, 2003). Narrative then becomes the central form of organising and 
communicating these remembered events (Habermas, 2010).  
There are six issues fundamental to narrative construction, which privilege the 
requirement for individual resourcefulness. First, individuals require the ability to 
remember events and circumstances of biographical significance that would 
justifiably enter one’s written autobiography. Second, individuals require the ability 
to evolve these single remembered event-stories into a rich, varied, and enduring 
narrative repertoire (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010). Third, individuals require the 
ability to contextualise and join these meaningful events chronologically and also 
“by arguments that state thematic causal-motivational implications, similarities, or 
consequences” (Habermas, 2010, p. 3). Habermas and Bluck (2000) termed this 
ability “autobiographical reasoning”—the ability to explicate the biographical 
relevance of circumstance, past, present, and future, in which the concept of person is 
joined with the temporal structure of event representations (Habermas, 2010) and 
bring them together as a narrative. Reasoning this way especially helps bridge 
biographical disruptions and personal change (Habermas & Kober, 2014). 
Autobiographical reasoning requires extra mental effort that goes beyond the 
effort of mere remembering. We termed this activity as reasoning to underscore 
three aspects: the constructive and interpretive nature of the activity, the both 
cognitive and communicative nature of it, and its normative aspect implied by 
its appeal to reason and logic. (Habermas, 2010, p. 3) 
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Fourth, narrative construction requires individuals to link biographically 
relevant event-stories coherently. Temporal, thematic, causal, and cultural 
coherences are important for life-story development (Bohn, 2010; Habermas, 2010) 
and are all drawn together under the one banner as “global coherence” (Habermas, 
2010, p. 4); autobiographical reasoning contributes to this global coherence as 
specific life events are spontaneously placed in a biographical context (Habermas & 
Kober, 2014). A life-story narrated will reflect on the teller in terms of their ability to 
manifest elements of memory, generate a repertoire of storied events, and then 
autobiographically reason together a coherent story from which vocational meaning 
can be extracted. Global coherence is essential for the development of identity, 
linking with autobiographical reasoning to bridge biographical disruptions to ensure 
self-continuity within vocational narratives.  
Fifth, identification through narrative requires the development of critical 
skills, specifically problem-solving skills that facilitate exploration, and the more 
interpersonal skill of critical discussion (Schwartz, 2001). Together these two skills 
form “critical identity”. The concept of a critical identity reinforces the idea that the 
development of identities is a shared process between individuals and their social and 
cultural environments. The more intrapsychic critical skills denote the ability to 
generate solutions to life’s problems, avoid being biased toward or against any 
generated alternatives, and “being able to appraise the arguments for and against 
each alternative and choose one that is supported by the most favourable argument” 
(Schwartz, 2001, p. 35). Critical discussion, a more interpersonal skill, emphasises 
the requirement for individuals to be able to identify fallacious reasoning and faulty 
logic in themselves and in others (Schwartz, 2001), and critical discussion with 
others and the feedback it generates is essential to validate the choice and the 
storying of vocational artefacts that lead to the evolution of a coherent and enduring 
narrative repertoire (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010). Critical discussion, problem 
solving, autobiographical reasoning, and global coherence add up to a kind of 
“global reflexivity”, which can be described as a deliberative collective, a personal 
toolbox for the consciousness, purposeful construction of narrative identity.  
Sixth, and importantly, tellers are also listeners and as such they contribute to 
the storying by others through their ability to be responsive, pay attention, ask 
questions, support the telling of the story (Pasupathi & Weeks, 2010), and validate 
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the content, the meaning, and the intent of the narrator in choosing and telling that 
particular story (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010). The audience is important for validation 
and feedback. Savickas (2011a) says that a good audience makes a good story better 
by making it more real and authentic, substantial, comprehensible, credible, and 
coherent. Identity is defined through the telling and helps you know who supports 
and understands the story. Graybar and Leonard (2005) expect that being listened to 
“allows our experiences to count and ourselves to matter. Being listened to is not an 
optional experience. It sustains us throughout our life cycle” (p. 2). Rhymes (2003) 
says that narratives are elicited and sustained through surrounding talk and that much 
of the content and quality of the narrative does not have to do with the intrinsic 
characteristics of the narrator; it can be contingent on who is listening. Thus, the 
narrative may be collaborative and co-authored, and “interlocutors may elicit or 
provide information or perspectives on the events under narration, affirming or 
challenging the prevailing storyline” (Rhymes, 2003, p. 385).  
According to Del Corso and Briddick (2015), a narrative constructionist 
approach to vocational transitions relies heavily on narrating and constructing a story 
for an audience, and furthermore these stories are born out of a recursive relationship 
between the author and the audience, the latter commonly made up of critical people 
in the life of the narrator such as parents, other family members, teachers, and 
friends. The narrative is best composed and narrated to the audience in a way that 
elicits social support (Savickas, 2010). The audience is thought to help shape self-
perception particularly during Savickas’s (2002a) growth and exploration stages of 
career construction in preparation for the construction of (a new) identity. Savickas 
(2011b) explains that it’s important for listeners to listen for a story rather than listen 
to a story. The former is significant for active discernment and for collaborative 
shaping, each of which shifts perspectives to learn more about the teller, better 
understand their situations, and help them know what they must do to bridge the 
transition they face. Tellers listening to others’ stories, and hearing their own stories, 
focuses self-awareness and invites reflection on what matters most (Savickas, 
2013a).  
Archer (2003, 2012) positions dialogical reflexivity as the personal resource 
most responsible for the effective construction of narrative identity and positions it as 
the mechanism upon which effective self-authorship depends. Dialogical ability is a 
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skill that affects storytelling competence and is important for shaping an identity, 
constructing a career, transitioning between jobs, validating your story, reducing 
confusion, resolving doubt, checking for coherence and continuity, and promoting 
career consciousness, mindfulness, and reflexivity. The construction of a self-
narrative that provides evidence of who you are and where you are going during 
transition—a transitional identity—provides opportunities to engage in dialogue with 
yourself and with others with different outcomes, each of which adds to an early 
understanding that the construction of self is a lifelong project (Savickas, 2011a). 
Narrative construction is pregnant with opportunities for individuals to engage in 
reflexive dialogue, both internally and reciprocally with others. Much of the context 
around which this dialogue develops centres on an understanding that narratives 
develop from small remembered stories that are deconstructed and reconstructed and 
then reasoned coherently into a large story (Savickas, 2011a). The deconstruction, 
reconstruction, and sometimes co-construction of stories provide opportunities for 
reflexive interpretiveness. They provide an opportunity to exhume a personalised 
sense of vocational meaning and “mattering” during narrative construction.  
The understanding is that when individuals are dislocated from their current 
roles prior to transitions they begin narrative processing of their biographies. This 
process allows for continuity and thematic consistency within the stories of 
individuals who have a transition history, but for early adolescents, this is their 
prototypical autobiographical self-narrative. They have no previous storied history to 
reconstruct for new possibilities. The identity narratives of adolescents do not enable 
them to meet the “uncertainties of transition with comforts recalled from the past” 
(Savickas, 2010, p. 256). For adolescents, therefore, the ability to reason and to 
cohere is an important personal narrative skill. This reasoning ability, however, only 
appears to surface in late childhood and early adolescence. Life stories were found to 
be absent in older children, only gradually emerging during adolescence. A 
significant increase of interpretive biographical abilities was seen between ages 10 
and 18 (McKeough & Genereux, 2003). Habermas and de Silveira (2008) found that 
preadolescents first learn to temporally structure a life story with the help of a life 
script, involving the concept of birth and death and events linked by time in between. 
It’s only later that they can add richness to the story and embed causal-motivational 
and thematic coherence by relating life events to each other and the self.  
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2.8 THE LITERATURE IN SUMMARY  
Autobiographical narratives can be interrogated for meaning, checked for 
consistency and continuity, and then agency and intentionality can emerge to drive 
decision-making and change, particularly in times of transition. You use your story 
to effect change, and you have to understand yourself through yourself and through 
others (your identity) if you are going to act on your needs. In the vocational sense, 
self-understanding and self-knowledge arise from the narrative to enable a reflexive 
awareness of the relationship between yourself and your current, or potential, work 
role. This inward thinking enables a mindfulness about self and work, and helps 
develop a career consciousness to look around, ahead and inside for what to do with 
the rest of your life. Meaning and “mattering” evolve from this reflexiveness, as does 
the confidence to explore and make decisions. As Savickas (2011a) puts it: “You 
must know your mind before you can make up your mind”.  
It’s important for adolescents to be able to draw on their past and conceptions 
of the future in order to make sense of the present in a way that makes them feel that 
what they are doing matches who they think they are becoming, based on who they 
have been. In this way selected and storied biographical events have to be adjudged 
by the individual as authentic. There is some contention about how these stories are 
chosen as most biographically relevant. There is a sense that we cheat in this regard, 
practising those stories most favoured and remembering certain stories in a 
particularly biased way in order to achieve projected goals and maintain continuity 
and sameness from time to time, as new transitions have to accommodate new 
stories. These self-perceptions of authenticity have to be matched by validating 
interpersonal dialogue that confirms them, the agents, as credible aspirants for 
transitional success (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010). This personal challenge to achieve 
authenticity and the approbation of others through critical discussion and feedback 
drives the evolving narrative and the evolving identity through the rupture and 
discontinuity that defines transition. But do emplotment and themes “fall out” of an 
unbiased selection of small stories to surprise and delight aspirants or is there a more 
“sinister” sub-plot involving the choice and modification of stories to artificially 
maintain (or develop) a plot to achieve goals already chosen? Does rupture produce 
novel identities or are individuals likely to be subversive of narratives that threaten to 
change the status quo? 
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Skilful, critical dialogue is thought to drive the coherence within (Bohn, 2010; 
Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010), and legitimacy of (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010), 
individual stories deemed biographically relevant, and their marriage into the 
evolving identity self-story (McAdams, Josselson, & Lieblich, 2006). As stories are 
deconstructed and reconstructed through critical discussion, so the story teller and 
the listener become increasingly comfortable with the coherence and legitimacy of 
the story, which leads to further authentication and validation, and so on. This is a 
recursive relationship between the story, the teller, and the audience involving 
dialogue that concretises the choice of biographical events for the narrative 
repertoire. Bohn (2010) describes individuals who can create a vocational exit 
narrative with temporal, causal, and thematic coherence within a background of 
“cultural concept of biography” (p. 21) as having the ability of autobiographical 
reasoning. Several authors (Bohn, 2010; Habermas, 2010; Ibarra & Barbulescu, 
2010; Josselson, 2004; McAdams, et al., 2006; Raggatt, 2006) agree that life stories 
or narrative identities are formed by individuals in close interaction with their social 
and cultural environments, a kind of co-authorship between structure and agents. 
Ultimately, the ability for individual (appropriately chosen) event-stories to coalesce 
and be reasoned into narratively and linguistically coherent life stories (Bohn, 2010) 
that are validated and legitimised by others, and self-authenticated (Ibarra & 
Barbulescu, 2010) resides with an individual’s dialogical and narratological 
(language-based) resourcefulness.  
Harris (2006) considers that we use language in two domains: public and 
private. The public domain includes speaking, miming, gesturing, writing, and 
painting, but it is the private domain (cognition) that is the centrepiece for my 
research: thinking, imagining, daydreaming, planning, visualising, and weighing up. 
Archer’s (2003) “private life of the mind” (internal dialogue) is the ultimate personal, 
private, dialogical resource. The strong evaluative influence of the conscious mind 
through reflexive dialogical deliberation defines where individuals stand in relation 
to external reality.  
In this way, our reflexivity, which is part and parcel of our human 
consciousness, defined our personal identities by reference to what is of 
ultimate concern to us in the world. (Archer, 2003, p. 33)  
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Archer (2003) advances the “internal conversation” (p. 130) as the mechanism 
by which “agents” reflexively deliberate on their concerns in relation to their 
circumstances. Archer’s individuals have identity because they have configured and 
discerned concerns, deliberated on them by refereeing the influence of circumstance 
against projects they authorise to deal with the concern, and then settled on a course 
of action that helps formulate meaning and a sense of what matters in their self-story. 
During this dialogical process designed to reason forth a transitional identity, 
individuals have the reflexive (transformative) power to endorse, evade, repudiate, or 
contravene these (not infallibly consigned) ways of dealing with concerns. Archer 
(2012) explains that some agents display tendencies to deal with concerns in 
consistent, and possibly predictable, ways. This is an important element of reflexive 
ability, and how individuals survey constraining and enabling circumstance, consult 
projects and possible courses of action, and then strategically adjust them “is 
conducted through the internal conversation .... and this final stage of mediation is 
indispensable, because without it we can have no explanatory purchase upon what 
exactly agents do” (Archer, 2012, p. 133). It is precisely because individuals will 
always have decisions to make about what to do—in the case of this research, to 
realise an effective transition from school to a next-step destination—that the 
presence of a deliberative engine like the internal conversation seems logical. The 
public manifestation of these private, internal conversations is a way of life that we 
tolerate to meet our self-conceptions.  
The review of the literature suggests that transition for adolescents from senior 
schooling is ultimately shaped by personal skills, each delimited by language ability. 
Language generates self-awareness and self-understanding, each required to generate 
meaning and a sense of what matters for individuals, by interpreting experiences and 
circumstance. Furthermore, language holds in place the self-awareness emerging 
from reflexivity (Savickas, 2013b). The ability to engage in dialogue with yourself 
and others forms the essence of reflexivity, autobiographical reasoning, critical 
discussion, problem solving and narratability: all skills indispensable for transition. 
To quote Savickas (2013b), “Language provides the words for the reflexive projects 
of making a self, shaping an identity, and constructing a career” (p. 148). 
Adolescents in early senior schooling have a lot to discover about the substance of 
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career and the significant role of language in its construction prior to transition to 
their next-step-destination.  
This chapter reviewed the literature with respect to the perceived relationship 
between effective adolescent transition from senior schooling and successful career 
construction. The literature proposed that effective transition was firstly rooted in 
effective (vocational) identity construction, best formulated by narrative method and 
best represented as an autobiographical narrative, and secondly, was dependent upon 
the exposition of vocational meaning and a sense of what mattered during identity 
construction in order to craft effective vocational options. Narrative identity 
construction, it seems, depends on the development and maturation of personal 
cognitive, language-based, and narrative process skills including reflexivity. The 
next chapter emphasises two theories that emerged from a review of the literature 
that anchor the research design. Savickas’s (2002a, 2013b) CCT and Archer’s (2003, 
2012) reflexivity theory support the same outcome for adolescents as they make their 
way through the world but do so from significantly different philosophical 
perspectives. The final section of Chapter 3 looks at the implications of this 
combined approach for the research design.  
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CHAPTER 3: THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
The previous chapter reviewed the literature on the relationship between change, 
transition, identity, career, and personal language skills. This chapter considers two 
philosophically different theories arising from the literature upon which to construct 
an approach to answering the research questions. Archer’s reflexivity theory (2003, 
2012) is based on her critical realist approach to social theory, and Savickas’s 
(2002a, 2013b) CCT has its foundations in psychology, based on pragmatic social 
constructionism and constructivism. Although they are positioned differently 
philosophically, both theories arrive at the same “adaptiveness” outcome for 
individuals making their way through the world. Archer arrives at adaptiveness 
through reflexive deliberation and more specifically through “internal conversation”, 
and Savickas formulates adaptiveness with a construction “roadmap” of probabilistic 
steps involving psychological individuation (self-making), identity construction, and 
personal skills. Reflexivity is one of those personal skills. Introductory remarks are 
followed by a detailed discussion of CCT and reflexivity theory. How the two 
theories combine despite their philosophical differences is examined, and the final 
section looks at the implications of this combined approach for the research design 
outlined in Chapter 4. 
3.1 INTRODUCTION  
Archer (2012) poses the question: “How do the young launch themselves into the 
world and what pilots them in one direction rather than another?” (p. 59). The 
primary purpose of this research is to better understand the significance of internal 
deliberations on the development of vocational identity, and how future actions are 
decided. Ultimately, this research questions whether the preparation for transition is 
currently suitable, or whether a shift in emphasis is required to better equip 
adolescents for the early steps in constructing a career. This thesis focuses on the 
view that context and personal conceptions (the self) are powerful forces influential 
of each other and the decisions that adolescents make about future action—so much 
so that they require a “conductor” or referee, to mediate their effect on courses of 
action. This referee, according to Archer (2003, 2012), is the “internal conversation”. 
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That students make decisions relevant to their career development as they 
transition from secondary school is not in question. Transition is not negotiable, and 
students will move to a first-step destination whether they are ready or not. In 
transitioning from secondary school, adolescents take their first, sometimes hesitant, 
step on a trajectory congruent with their current conception of the life they want to 
live. This step is their first attempt to participate in the intermittent but lifelong 
vocational matching process that occurs between circumstance, self, and occupation. 
The consequences for a failure to transition successfully, however, can be significant 
(Josselson, 1994). Therefore, a better understanding of the mechanisms impacting on 
transition will be beneficial to young people. Two theories help with this 
understanding: Archer’s (2003, 2012) theory of reflexivity and Savickas’s (2002a, 
2013b) career construction theory or CCT.  
CCT helps with an understanding of the link between developmental stage, 
self-concept, context, and future action, and a realisation of the importance of self-
construction, identity formulation, and the maturation of personal “adaptabilities” for 
successful transitions. Vocational behaviours leading to significant change are more 
likely to emerge in times of career transition, and are designed to help match 
emergent vocational self-concepts with (newly) imagined occupational roles. If the 
new role is, in retrospect, a good fit between vocational identity and circumstance, 
then Savickas (2002a) positions the result as adaptive. That is, individuals have been 
ready, willing, and able to change, using resources and performing coping 
behaviours that address the changing conditions and evoke a new identity from 
which new outcomes can be educed. The sum of these vocational changes over time 
represents the construction of an individual’s “career”, and a storied reflection of 
them would be representative of narrative career.  
Whilst Savickas concurs that “career” is a reflexive exercise, construction 
theory does not adequately explain how agents manage to act in this regard on their 
own behalf, other than to acknowledge that feelings and ideas about self, reveal 
“purpose” that drives adaptive behaviours, including reflexivity. How do individuals, 
particularly in times of transition, think (and talk) strategies into existence that they 
hope will result in an adaptive fit between their emergent vocational self-concepts 
and their newly arrived at occupational choices? Archer’s (2003, 2008) reflexivity 
theory based on a conception of social theory, known as critical realism, is 
 Chapter 3: Theoretical Considerations  54 
explanatory of how circumstance impinges on people, and how people respond in 
times of transition to do what’s best for them.  
Archer’s reflexivity theory, similar to Savickas’s CCT, describes the recursive 
interplay between novel circumstance and self (structure and agency) that results in 
discretionary courses of action that are compatible with the completion of projects 
developed from the individual’s ultimate concerns at the time. Archer and Savickas 
expect that individuals (agents) will be involved in shaping these discretionary 
behaviours. Whilst the quest for vocational compatibility may be the goal for 
individuals throughout their working lives, the success or otherwise of any change in 
circumstance will only be obvious in time, and in this respect Archer (2003) deems 
that individuals are not infallible in their determinations and deliberations on their 
own behalf—mistakes are made.  
Whilst Savickas focuses on more intuitive mechanisms for change in agents, 
Archer provides an explanatory driver for this negotiation and evaluation process 
towards change—the “internal conversation”. Archer’s theory suggests how 
individuals can effect change in a way that supports the how rather than the what, as 
Savickas’s individuals move to construct “career” as a lifetime-staged project. 
Internal conversations are proposed to “have causal efficacy”, leading to an 
individual’s “determined commitment to life-projects” (Archer, 2003, p. 105). The 
internal conversation helps individuals to author a self-story that reasonably explains 
continuity and coherence of experiences and helps evaluate and negotiate new 
options arising from the identity embedded within the story.  
Savickas (2002a, 2013b) and Hartung (in press) assert that in the construction 
of their careers, individuals display psychological individuality as, in turn, “actors”, 
“agents”, and then “authors”. Individuals perform firstly as social actors within their 
family; adapt this performance as agents to other contexts including school and 
work; and “ultimately become authors of their life-career narratives” (Hartung, 2015, 
p. 116). My research asserts that it’s in the later stages as “agents” and “authors” that 
individuals rely most on the internal conversation for transformative vocational 
change in the face of influential context, bringing them to a point of vocational ease 
sustained by reflexive dialogue. It seems the cognitive skills, coping resources and 
behaviours (adaptabilities), and attitudes and beliefs (dispositions, aspects of the self) 
required of adolescents arrive “just in time” for them to effectively author an 
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imagined story that links self to circumstance, and then narrate it, just prior to 
graduation. Knowing and telling this story adds meaning and direction to career 
planning and decision-making (Hartung, 2015), while helping individuals tell fuller 
and thicker stories increases their understanding and enhances the power of the 
individual’s story (Rehfuss, 2015). 
A way of understanding whether, and how, students make a successful 
transition from secondary school to their next-step destination is to “listen in” on 
Archer’s internal conversations to see if exposing them as an important pre-
transitional dialectic can benefit the way in which students are currently preparing 
for post-secondary destinations. These “conversations” may explain how individuals 
can learn to “carry meaning with them” as they move through future life stages, to 
enable them to respond quickly and opportunistically to changed personal and 
structural circumstances in readiness for new career transitions.  
Savickas (2002a) and Archer (2003) make theoretical contributions towards an 
understanding of vocational behaviour in adolescents in the lead up to transition from 
secondary school. By the time adolescents are ready to leave school they should be 
capable of making vocational decisions based on a robust narrative vocational 
identity. The resulting narrative is a first step towards constructing a “career”.  
3.2 SAVICKAS’S CAREER CONSTRUCTION 
Savickas’s CCT (2002a) has the following planks: vocational personality 
(characteristics of the individual, for example, that encourage a subjective 
perspective on private meaning), career adaptiveness (personal change over time in 
response to context—the changing landscape), and life themes. Savickas advanced 
the idea of life themes at the level of personal narrative and subjective career, and 
positioned life stories as the thread that pulls vocational personality and career 
adaptiveness together. Savickas’s (2011a) conceptualisation of the career narrative, 
unlike Super’s (1953, 1957) version, “transforms the story from one about 
maturation in a stable medium to one about adaptation to a changing landscape” 
(p. 254), whereby the individual “owns” their careers rather than their “being owned” 
by the company that employs them.  
Savickas (2008) acknowledges Tiedeman (1919–2004) as the prime engineer 
of these key planks and the first to apply a constructivist epistemology to an 
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understanding of “career”. Consequently, Savickas acknowledges in his 
constructions that career emerges from purposeful self-organisation and the 
conscious cultivation of personal structure. Tiedeman and O’Hara (1963) implied 
that the “self” is a construction and that the individual is a self-organising system, 
consciously involved in this construction by (constantly) adjusting to a changing 
environment. In Savickas’s (2008) terms: 
When the environment changes the person adjusts to these changes while 
keeping the self-organisation as intact as possible. Thus the self rearranges into 
a more ordered and complex pattern and gains equilibrium, only to have to 
adapt at the next changing circumstance. (p. 219)  
Lives and careers are constructed over a lifetime of transitions and are 
sometimes described as being in a constant state of “becoming” (Gale & Parker, 
2014). These transitions are often punctuated by significant discontinuities, often due 
to involuntary circumstances (Archer, 2003). A purposeful response provides the 
energy that advances career, forging links in the chain of meaning that brace 
individuals as they move through these discontinuities (Savickas, 2008). This 
ongoing psychosocial construction of the self is Tiedeman and O’Hara’s (1963) 
process of careering, whereby career is a human property emerging over time.  
Savickas (2002a) posits that this “career” is constructed linguistically and 
talked into existence; that it only exists as a story imagined and then narrated by the 
individual. This storying helps them understand “how the facts of lived experience 
organise themselves into a whole that gives meaning to a life in progress” (Savickas, 
2005, p. 220). The story of these lived experiences will reveal, according to Savickas 
(2005), consistent life themes that individuals need to be aware of for the ongoing 
conscious construction of their careers.  
Assumptions underlying constructivist career development assuage the tension 
between the epistemological perspectives of social constructionism and the 
predominantly psychological constructivism by championing both (Brott, 2001; 
Savickas, 2002a, 2011a, 2012, 2013b). Human behaviour can only be understood in 
context. Without doubt, vocational narratives (and therefore identity construction) 
also entertain an important social component (Bujold, 2004). The way people find 
meaning is through the purposeful creation of their own experience, albeit the 
construction of meaning based on knowledge from social construction (Young & 
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Collin, 2004). Individuals then create their own personal story in relation to this 
experience through internal cognitive processes (Brott, 2001). Career, whether it 
evolves from leaps of transitional crisis or as a constant process of “becoming” (Gale 
& Parker, 2014), is a very personal cognitive construction but can only occur within 
the context of circumstance, which includes the presence of others. 
3.2.1 Career Construction Theory  
Savickas’s (2002a, 2013b) “career” is a subjective construction, emerging over time 
(probabilistically). Career is viewed as a reflection of the course of vocational 
behaviour and features the processes that individuals employ as actors (fashioning a 
unique character from family activities and input from role models), agents (ready, 
willing, and able to employ resources to address changing vocational conditions), 
and as authors (integrating agency into a unique narrative identity) to construct self 
and identity. This purposeful, skilful, construction of new selves and identities 
enables individuals to manage vocational developmental tasks, occupational changes, 
and workplace trauma, over the period of a working life. This process is consistent 
with Savickas’s (2013b) conception of “self as project” (p. 149), and privileges the 
role of two meta-requirements for individual career construction: adaptability and 
identity. In turn, the career is said to belong to the individual, not the institution or 
the employer. 
CCT is an iteration of Super’s (1953) theory of vocational development. 
Savickas’s (2002a) theory expanded Super’s theory and shifted the focus from a 
deterministic worldview, whereby careers unfolded through deterministic maturation 
of inner structures, to one whereby “individuals construct their careers in a particular 
social ecology ... where people are embedded in environments that affect them” 
(Savickas, 2002a, p. 156). Savickas’s career construction addresses three 
developmental principles: contextualism, vocational self-concept, and developmental 
tasks.  
Developmental contextualism  
The influence of context on career is multi-level and includes culture, race, historical 
era, institutions, and other structural elements including schools, friends, and family. 
In essence, it is context that provides the adolescent’s link to work and society in the 
first instance. The construction of career, and the more immediate version of it—
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transitional vocational identity—is engaged in adolescents firstly through involuntary 
circumstance whereby adolescents are positioned by society, culture, and local 
communal standards, including government policy, often involuntarily and 
unconsciously (Austin, 2005; Cieslik, 2006; Cohen, Duberley, & Mallon, 2004a). 
Austin (2005) and Savickas (2005, 2011a) agree that individuals, in turn, often 
assume identities or have them conferred upon them by others in that much of how 
we see ourselves is merely a reflection of how the rest of the world sees us. The 
individual’s ability to take control over their identification is impeded by social 
ascription and dominant public pedagogies in the community (Austin, 2005). 
Savickas (2005, 2011a) is aware, like Austin, that those influences on career 
and identity construction must be interrogated, engaged, and deconstructed for 
meaning by the individual so as to guard against unconscious assumptive and 
conferred positioning and labelling. Archer’s (2003, 2012) “internal conversation” is 
a consciousness that guides this necessary reciprocity between society and agents, 
between self and context, towards self-clarity and eventually identity formation. This 
is a kind of heads-up approach to seeing what’s around, including being wary and 
suspicious of the dangers of social ascription and “identity politics” (Archer, 2005, 
p. 11). A number of authors (McMahon, Watson, & Patton, 2005; Savickas, 2002a, 
2011a; Vondracek, Lerner, & Schulenberg, 1986) recognise this principle of 
reciprocity as an agent for developmental change in the social context. Whilst the 
context shapes the individual, so the individual shapes the context, both of which 
have the potential to change.  
Several authors (Archer, 2003; Plumridge & Thomson, 2003; Savickas, 2002a, 
2005, 2008, 2011a; and Taylor, Millwater & Nash, 2007) recognise adolescents as 
capable and conscious change agents, as highly self-conscious, and as constantly 
engaged in identity work and seeking narrative coherence, and that transition (from 
school) acts as an accelerant for this change through more sophisticated identity 
activity (Taylor et al., 2007). In summary, Savickas (2002a) says that, ideally, 
adolescents will be the active and purposeful authors of their own story, within the 
context of “self as project” (Savickas, 2013b), with an understanding that careers 
result from adaptive construction sensitive to the reciprocity between self and 
context, rather than the result of (predetermined) organismic maturation involving 
unfolding inner structures.  
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Vocational self-concept 
Savickas identifies objective and phenomenological perspectives as relevant for the 
construction of career, and whilst the former is important for understanding 
vocational behaviour in that it helps guide people into congruent jobs, the more 
significant aspects for this research arise from the latter. In this regard Savickas 
focuses on the importance of vocational self-concepts that “provide a personal and 
ideographic framework for comprehending career construction” (p. 161). These 
individualised concepts are representations of the self that are personally constructed, 
interpersonally and intra-personally conditioned, and linguistically communicated: 
they are talked into existence (Savickas, 2013b). This perception of the self-concept 
contributes to an understanding of identity as the continuity of oneself over time 
(Pasupathi & Weeks, 2010)—an important focus in this research for narrative 
identity construction. 
The pre-adolescent self forms neither integrated nor particularly coherent self-
perceptions. These child-like perceptions are invested with personal meaning through 
language and experience and, in time, through self-reflection, they coalesce into self-
concepts (Savickas, 2002a) in adolescence. Self-awareness is important for this 
development and, although quite stable, these conceptions “do change with time and 
experience as the situations in which people live and work change” (p. 156). Super 
(1982) asserts that individuals have multiple self-concepts as part of a self-concept 
system whereby individuals have conceptions of self in each role they enact. He 
defined the conceptions of self that are relevant to work roles as “vocational self-
concepts”. 
For adolescents, reflexivity represents a key element of the process whereby 
the prototypical concept of “career” is born. The vocational self-concepts developed 
during this construction of career represent their best synthesis of, and compromise 
between, internal conceptions of themselves and career, and the influence of external 
factors—that is, a compromise between self and context, each being influential and 
exercising power over the other. This is the “arm wrestle” refereed by Archer’s 
(2003) reflexive “internal conversations”. Prior to transition from school, these 
vocational self-concepts solidify through opportunities for “identity play” (Ibarra & 
Barbulescu, 2010), and their appropriateness and fit is guided by input from peers, 
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mentors and family, self and group reflection, feedback, childhood play, and roles 
modelled by adults, all of which are rich food for transformative reflection.  
Career construction’s overriding goal is to ensure that an individual’s current 
vocational self-conceptions are congruently matched to an occupational step on their 
career journey. That is, matched to a role that substantiates and confirms those self-
conceptions. This match may be to an occupation or it may be satisfying training 
requirements in order to access an occupational role in the future. Either way, the 
outcome makes possible the invigoration of a new role appropriate to the current 
vocational self-concepts, the implication being “that if you get it right, you never get 
it right”, and with changing selves and work role situations, the matching process is 
never complete. A self-defining narrative consistency and coherence is maintained 
throughout these changes. The former “self” is retained but complemented by new 
experience, and new meaning is carried forward and applied to the next iteration of 
vocational identity (Josselson, 2004). Savickas describes these changes as recursive 
transactions between vocational self-concept and the (perceived) work role (a 
transaction between self and society) and each transaction strengthens and improves 
the individual’s adaptive fitness for the workplace.  
According to Savickas (2002a), intellect and emotion (the genesis of self-
conceptions) guides the individual through the process of identifying the significance 
of the structural and cultural constraints and enablements (Archer, 2012) that 
influence the direction of vocational development. Without explaining how, 
Savickas’s individuals develop a consciousness about behaving adaptively that 
comes from within, a consciousness that guides adaptive behaviours that mesh 
vocational self-concept and the work role salience. Savickas implicates purpose, 
intellect, and emotion in the construction of self-concepts and adaptiveness, without 
saying how they navigate towards these goals. Archer (2003, 2012) would say this 
“consciousness” is reflexivity. This represents the conjunction between Savickas’s 
adaptive construction driven by purpose, intellect and emotion, and Archer’s 
adaptiveness operationalized through the internal conversation. 
Developmental stages in career construction 
Super’s (1953, 1957) theory of vocational development iterated career stages, each 
with a goal, the name of which indicates the name of the stage: growth, exploration, 
establishment, maintenance, and disengagement. Specific developmental tasks align 
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with each of these goals or stages, the successful completion of each laying the 
groundwork for the completion of the next “along a developmental continuum” 
(Savickas, 2002a, p. 167). The footprint of these changes creates a trail of vocational 
behaviour that can be mapped to influences causally affecting the individual’s ability 
to successfully complete the next developmental task. Each successful task 
completed suggests more effective role functioning and a higher level of vocational 
maturity.  
Savickas (2002a) agrees with Super’s probabilistic stages but positions them 
not as Super does as change through deterministic maturation, but rather as the result 
of “recursive transactions between vocational self-concepts and work role” (p. 166). 
In this way the individual consciously and purposively constructs change within their 
context towards a better way of living. Each new extension of the self into the 
community through enacting new training or taking on new work roles produces a 
local perturbation in the individual’s vocational development environment—a 
discontinuity—and results in a loss of vocational equilibrium. Adaptive responses are 
required to shift towards a new stability and “the vocational self-concept, usually in 
the form of integrative and self-defining narratives, guides adaptation by negotiating 
cultural opportunities and constraints” (p. 166).  
Savickas’s probabilistic and staged career construction requires, on the one 
hand, a predictable and repetitive transactionally adaptive process, but on the other 
hand, is driven by a constructivist epistemology and a subjective consciousness 
infused with unpredictable and not infallible decisions that require the individual to 
budget their efforts carefully. Savickas’s career journey, therefore, is normatively 
probabilistic, but is layered with opportunities for individuals to become the authors 
of their own personalised journey. 
Savickas (2002a) acknowledges Super’s five steps (growth, exploration, 
establishment, management, and disengagement) in this career journey from 
childhood to occupational “disengagement”. Of these five steps, the first two (growth 
and exploration) have relevance for adolescents preparing for transition from senior 
schooling, and are the focus of this research.  
The first public occupational role actualised as a result of “exploration” is 
subject to a period of “establishment” and “management” until such time as a change 
in occupational status is considered. When a change is considered Savickas intuits 
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that a new cycle begins to ripen new self-concepts that engage with the current socio-
cultural context, eventually crystallizing a new self-story and helping to realise a new 
public occupational role. Career, based on the narrative paradigm of “career as story” 
(2002a, p. 184), is therefore constructed a number of times in a working life based on 
a series of mini-stories that reflect periods of more sophisticated vocational activity. 
It is at these times that a story needs to be constructed and to be tested by the 
individual and significant others, including co-workers, for thematic consistency and 
global coherence (Bohn, 2010), and for meaning. Construction continues in this way 
until the individual chooses to “disengage” from their working life.  
The first stage in career construction: Growth  
Savickas’s growth stage is thought to occur from ages 4–14 and involves the 
development of vocational behaviours that concretise an individual’s readiness for 
further adaptive behaviours. Without these dispositions, which can develop at 
different rates, the individual is at risk of not being able to successfully move to the 
next stage and consequently exposes an inability to crystallise their self-concepts into 
a unique vocational identity. Like all stages in career construction, the next stage is 
dependent upon the successful completion of the one before it. The growth stage, 
therefore, is developmentally pivotal for the latter stages in the construction of 
Savickas’s career. Individuals require dispositions, attitudes, identification with 
ideals, images, beliefs, and emerging cognitive competencies and perceptions about 
themselves in order to ready themselves for “exploration”, the final step of which is 
successful (interim) vocational decision-making.  
Individuals at the conclusion of this childhood growth stage have established 
themselves with a child-like self, with long-term interests and competencies 
developed through activities with family and with other (heroic) role models, thereby 
initiating Savickas’s (2013b) first step towards psychological individuality: the 
childhood “actor”. This “actor” is infused with an adaptive readiness to change, 
whereby the early internal conceptions of their vocational selves have to be tested 
and hardened reflexively against the influence of their external circumstance before 
identity and meaning can be attached to them to craft adaptive responses in the next 
stage.  
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The second stage: Exploration 
This stage highlights the importance of Savickas’s (2013b) two meta-requirements 
for career construction: identity and adaptiveness. “Growth” evokes a readiness and 
willingness to change, but “exploration” requires personal resources to be employed 
and the performance of coping behaviours that address changing circumstances 
(concerns). “Exploration” requires the individual to be a self-regulating agent with 
the ability to pursue roles of their own choosing, and requires them along the way to 
“hardwire” their early vocational self-concepts by testing them reflexively against 
circumstance, to story them linguistically to properly explain their presence as 
coherent and consistent with their continuing self, and to show how meaning is 
reasoned and then attached to discretionary vocational behaviours as “adapting 
responses” (Savickas, 2013b)—roles of their own choosing.  
“Exploration” requires individuals to build on their childhood activities as 
actors from which “self” is crystallised, and display their psychological individuality 
as both agents and authors (Savickas, 2013b): “As children grow as actors, they 
develop an internal sense of agency” (p. 155). At the completion of this growth stage 
individuals are expected, having constructed themselves, to be able to “impose 
direction on their vocational behaviour and make meaning of their careers” (p. 147).  
Exploration has three phases: crystallisation, specification, and actualisation. 
The first phase, crystallisation, involves the ripening of childhood competencies to 
crystallise self-clarity and self-concepts. This stage allows the individual to develop a 
“cognitive map of possible occupations” and begin the development of an embryonic 
understanding of the relationship between self and occupational roles. Individuals by 
now are emerging with the psychosocial resources to manage change as 
“exploration” guides the individual towards an understanding of the need to negotiate 
the influence of structure (context) on occupational decision-making. This is 
prototypical “adaptiveness” at work, and is essential for the individual to develop a 
sense of control over their future, and engage with the idea of a purposeful 
consciousness regarding career construction.  
Individuals emerge from this phase with personal skills (cognitive 
competencies), attitudes and beliefs, and coping behaviours—adaptabilities, 
including the important need to master four developmental tasks: concern for the 
future; a sense of control over the future; conceptions of how to make decisions; and 
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confidence to engage in designing an occupational future. Mastery of these tasks 
requires an individual to have a sense of:  
 optimism born out of secure attachment (concern);  
 self-determination (control);  
 how life in their socio-cultural environment should be led (conceptions); 
and 
 confidence sufficient to help the individual engage in future design and 
planning (Savickas, 2013b).  
The second phase, specification, involves the formation of a self-story that 
reflects engagement with the socio-cultural context, and frees the individual to 
imagine the translation of very private vocational self-concepts into public 
occupational roles. This is a type of “coming out” that enables private thoughts to be 
tested in the public arena of friends and family and possibly co-workers—a 
prototypical explication of vocational identity encompassing identifiable 
biographical themes that expose consistency between the current self, their context, 
and their proposed occupational future. This phase requires the individual to author 
an autobiographical story that headlines the continuity and coherence in their 
vocational experiences and explains how they achieved it.  
Actualisation is the final stage, which culminates in a commitment to an 
occupational decision. Adolescents can, for the most part, only play at testing the 
match between self and occupation. This “play” can be a chance to further test their 
ideas with significant others, to role play at school, to role play in the community by 
engaging in unpaid work experiences, and possibly by doing part-time paid work.  
Savickas’s (2002a) career construction is a meta-theoretical exposition 
primarily based on Super’s (1953) propositions but firmly influenced by Tiedeman 
(1919–2004), Tiedeman and O’Hara (1963), Shaw (1931), and Hughes (1958). 
Savickas’s theory involves vocational developmental stages filled with exploratory 
behaviour, mostly probabilistic, and for some, problematic in nature, through which 
children and adolescents pass on a journey towards the development of vocational 
self-concepts and consequentially towards a developing personal understanding of 
the construct “career”.  
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Savickas’s “autobiography” does not capture the process of self-
conceptualising, including how individuals crystallise their developing child-like and 
adolescent vocational dispositions into an understanding that “the construction of 
new meaning arises from actively adapting to changes and difficulties in the real 
world” (Savickas, 2002a, p. 185). Savickas (2002a, 2013b) has not captured how 
young people, operating as agents and authors during adolescence, construct a self-
story pregnant with vocational meaning. 
Figure 3.1 below explains the early stages of career construction (4–24 years of 
age) as a probabilistic, sometimes problematic, progression towards “adaptiveness” 
through pre-determined stages involving self-construction, self-storying, and 
meaning-making, each of which is influenced by the individuals’ constant adjustment 
to changing circumstances in relation to what’s best for them if change is imminent. 
Figure 3.1: Savickas’s Career Construction 
 
 
Whilst change for adolescents leaving school is developmental and therefore 
not negotiable, and the above process is automatically triggered, occupational change 
and workplace trauma are thought to be intermittent triggers to re-engage the above 
process with change. For adolescents preparing to exit school, childhood dispositions 
make way for a unique and prototypical adolescent identity, and eventually adapting 
responses (actions that result from meaning and a sense of what matters extracted 
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from their identity) that culminate in adaptive discretionary outcomes (decisions 
about destination after school).  
Other authors (Habermas, 2010; Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010) are noted above 
for their input into the process of storying for identity construction, and Pasupathi & 
Weeks (2010) for their focus on identity as the continuity of self. The figure 
privileges “identity” and “adaptabilities” (psycho-social skills) as the two meta-
requirements (Savickas, 2013b) for career construction. 
Career construction—how it fits for adolescents  
The concept of career is first entertained in adolescence—more specifically, during 
the exploration stage—but “career” is constructed over a lifetime. It is a construction 
process that is staged and probabilistic from the early years until “disengagement”, 
yet is non-linear, truncated by opportunism, and underlined with the need for 
repetitive, conscious mediation between newly emerging (untested) self-concepts and 
changing context. A career is a phenomenon constructed as a result of a series of 
“transactional adaptations” from a repetitive purposeful process, not as a result of a 
predetermined pathway. The significance for the adolescent lies in understanding and 
anticipating their engagement with this construction process and an anticipation of 
eliciting meaning from their current life story in order to be prejudicial regarding 
discretionary vocational behaviours on their own behalf. Tiedeman et al. (1963) want 
individuals to be self-conscious in this regard.  
Savickas’s (2002) theory provides a lens for adolescents to understand that 
their vocational self-story (their identity) is ephemeral, changing throughout the 
lifespan as new vocational self-concepts require matching with new occupational 
roles. A new self-story is required that “authorises” entry into the new occupational 
role. Adolescents are encouraged to realise their responsibility to be active agents in 
the development of their life stories, and they should not be surprised by the 
purposiveness, opportunism, and emotionality associated with this authorship. 
CCT in the context of this research is about the awakening of an understanding 
of the role of vocational behaviour for adolescents, not about vocational behaviour 
per se. It’s about change over time—personal change that will lend discretion to 
future vocational behaviours and ultimately guide career development into the future. 
The process of career construction is transformative and new properties emerge in 
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individuals, along with the appropriation of meaning (Côté, 1993), but remain part of 
the whole (Archer, 1994). The autobiographical story as an exit self-narrative and the 
product of the change process becomes an explication of “who I am”—my identity.  
This process relies on two presumptions—namely, that the self is an organised 
system (Tiedeman & O’Hara, 1963), and that adolescents are reasonably integrated 
and self-aware young people (Josselson, 1994). “Career” then is an emergent 
property of this self-organised system. Individuals are better able to reflect on the 
course of their careers rather than on the vocational behaviour itself (Savickas, 
2005). 
Implications for research 
This research is concerned with exploring Savickas’s transformation from childhood 
to adolescence by having adolescents construct an identifying self-story and 
subsequently exhuming the significance of private inner conversations on this 
transformation. Savickas (2008) explains that “career” is a reflexive project, but he 
does not explain how this reflexivity occurs. The next section regarding Archer’s 
(2003, 2012) “internal conversation” provides guidance for this research in that 
regard.  
3.3 REFLEXIVITY THEORY 
Archer is a key exponent of the philosophy of critical realism (Kemp, 2012). Critical 
realism arose out of criticism of positivism’s “failure to give the ‘reality’ of natural 
scientific objects an appropriate place in analysis” (Bhasker, 1975) and realist’s 
arguments have often been linked with, and framed as, contributions to the structure–
agency debate. Archer’s position with respect to structure and agency is that there is 
a clear distinction between the two, each having their own reality and causal powers 
independent of the other. Social reality exists independently of the individual (King, 
2010). No concession, she says, should be made that “their respective properties and 
powers can be reduced to one another, or should be regarded as inseparable and 
mutually constitutive” (Archer, 2000, p. 7).  
Archer’s earlier monographs (1988, 1995, 2000) relevant to social theory 
concentrated on her “morphogenetic” approach (King, 2010) and later her emphasis 
changed under the influence of Bhasker (1975) to critical realism. Reflexivity theory 
and the influence of the “internal conversation” arose out of her critical realist 
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position. Archer deemed the internal conversation to be essential to help formulate 
the writing of your own script (to chart your own path) as you make your way 
through the world based on “unscripted performances, which hold society together” 
(Archer, 2000, p. 7). Accordingly, our identity (who we are, our continuous sense of 
self) is embodied in environmental practice, not in conversations in society. We 
define ourselves with language (the language of the known world) only after we 
understand ourselves through practise in the way the world is “which is independent 
of how we take it to be” (Archer, 2000, p. 8). This conception about language has 
significance in relation to the compatibility between Archer and Savickas, which 
reside methodologically in the same narrative inquiry space (see discussion in 
Chapter 4). Whilst they agree on the relationship between practice and the 
construction of self and identity, the “reality” within which the practice events reside 
is considered differently, and the way of knowing that reality is similarly a matter for 
debate.  
Archer (2003, 2012) defines reflexivity as “the regular exercise of the mental 
ability, shared by all normal people, to consider themselves in relation to their 
(social) contexts and vice versa” (2003, p. 2). This mental ability, in the first 
instance, is a private deliberative process that “leads to self-knowledge: about what 
to do, what to think and what to say” (2003, p. 26):  
Reflexivity has been advanced as the process mediating the effects of our 
circumstances on our actions. Our internal conversations define what courses of 
action we take in given situations and subjects who are similarly placed do not 
respond uniformly. (Archer, 2012, p. 8) 
Archer’s (2012) work intuits that the imperative to be reflexive is becoming 
increasingly important. The presumption here is that everyone can practise it, but 
Archer (2003) explains that it is not likely to be practised by everyone in the same 
way. The situational context in which people find themselves is becoming 
increasingly novel—that is, unable to rely on habits and “habitus” (Bourdieu, 1977) 
as a reliable guide for courses of action. Individuals increasingly have to draw on 
their “socially dependent but nonetheless personal powers of reflexivity in order to 
define their courses of action in relation to the novelty of their circumstances” (2012, 
p. 1). Archer (2012) contends that “morphostasis”, whereby an individual’s everyday 
routine reflexive accounting tends to occur within a stable, mostly predictable, social 
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environment is giving way to cultural and social “morphogenesis” whereby 
circumstances surrounding individuals reflect an unprecedented acceleration of 
change in social structure promoting increasing contextual incongruity (particularly 
for individuals in transition). As a result, the relationship between agents and their 
novel circumstance is changing in a way that suggests a trend towards reflexive 
intensification, and encroaching contextual incongruity may privilege one mode of 
reflexivity over another. It’s possible that the extent and mode of reflexive activity 
required may reasonably be measured in terms of the extent of an individual’s 
congruence with their novel context—that is, the extent to which their (vocational) 
self-conceptions are not matched with their external circumstance. Archer (2012) 
explains there are no established guidelines (no “coda”) to turn to in mediating these 
effects: 
Increasingly, each subject has to make his or her own way through the world 
without established guidelines—a process which cannot be conducted in terms 
of tacit knowledge or as ‘second nature’, but necessarily and only by virtue of 
internal deliberations. (p. 8) 
The upside for individuals is the opportunity to design courses of action to 
realise personally significant goals, a kind of creative license to indulge in more 
entrepreneurial aspirations. The downside is that courses of action and designs may 
be inappropriate, in that architectural freedom to design solutions pertaining to 
personal concerns does not confer infallibility.  
Archer’s (2003) work specifies how the causal powers of social forms 
(structure) are mediated (actively, for most) through social agency (social powers). 
This mediatory process is held to depend upon an individual’s power to deliberate 
internally upon what to do in situations when we are unsure of ourselves. These 
deliberations are deemed to take place as internal conversations that give individuals 
the power to reflect upon themselves and their concerns in relation to these (often) 
involuntary social circumstances, because by doing so we are trying to talk ourselves 
out of being unsure about courses of action. 
Archer explains that with respect to our constellation of subjectively defined 
and prioritised concerns, our identities act as sounding boards for our reception of, 
and response to, the objective situations that we confront, and also affect the design 
of, and the commitment to, specific projects to meet those concerns. Once projects 
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are realised, some circumstances will act to “bite” against them (Archer, 2008), and 
the individual’s personal deliberations are deemed to mediate their effects based on 
what they think is best for them, and what cost they might have to pay to achieve 
them. This means that some courses of action could be enabled and some 
constrained. Different projects will activate different structural powers with the 
potential to constrain or enable in different ways.  
Archer’s (2000) thesis is that reflexivity, or more specifically the “internal 
conversation”, is the mediating process, the personal power that assists individuals to 
evaluate the influence of structure on projects explorative of meeting their concerns, 
and decide which ones are in their best interests as they (continuously) assess who 
they are and what’s in their best interests. The “inner conversation” is about 
exploring the terms of a liveable degree of solidarity for the self in its commitments, 
and the unique modus vivendi to emerge is what defines the uniqueness of personal 
identity. Some decisions involve “reflexive elastification” (Archer, 2012), whereby 
constraints on the project can be strategically circumvented by a willingness to pay a 
(calculated) price. Constraints and enablements have to be realised before they can 
be subject to agential evaluation, and strategic accommodations made. The fallibility 
of agents leads to the possibility of misjudging “the costs and benefits of pursuing a 
given course of action” (Archer, 2003, p. 141), and having paid a price, agents may 
then review or revise projects accordingly.  
There is essentially a lifelong dialectic between objectivity and subjectivity 
because of the need to review and accommodate to changed circumstances and 
personal projects, particularly during times of (vocational) transition. Without 
change, new concerns and new projects, our reflexive profile remains quiescent, and 
most of our activities will be automatic and occur without conversation. In a similar 
vein, not all projects activate causal powers, and “whether constraints and 
enablements are exercised as causal powers is contingent upon agents embracing the 
kinds of projects upon which they can impact” (Archer, 2003, p. 5). Agents have to 
create projects that activate causal powers, and then have the wherewithal to mediate 
the causal effects to their benefit by weighing up the price of continuing, modifying, 
or shutting down the project. 
Archer (2003) found internal conversations to be so diverse as to warrant 
distinguishing four different modes of reflexivity, and that practitioners of three of 
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the modes adopt generically different stances towards society—namely, 
communicative (evasive), autonomous (strategic), and meta-reflexive (subversive). 
The significance of these stances will be established a little later in this chapter. The 
communicative, autonomous, and meta-reflexive modes are deliberatively “active” 
on their own behalf in the face of change. If they are unsure they will adopt one of 
these generic stances towards their circumstance that says, “let’s sort this out”. An 
inability to take an active stance about concerns in relation to social context robs 
individuals of an ability to act with purpose on their own behalf. Archer calls these 
individuals “fractured reflexives”. This agency mirrors Savickas’s (2013b) 
requirement for young people to move towards psychological individuality as 
“actors”, “agents”, and “authors” if they are to make progress towards translating self 
into meaningful career construction.  
Archer posits that all people will have one modality as dominant for any given 
time and this suggests that modes can change for individuals under different 
circumstances. Furthermore, Archer (2012) found that the structural and cultural 
characteristics of subjects’ social backgrounds (natal context, specifically) were 
closely associated with individuals’ “modal proclivity” (p. 22). Subjects, for 
example, who experienced a harmonious and “geo-locally” (p. 22) stable family 
upbringing tended to be practitioners of communicative reflexivity; those 
experiencing family life with considerable contextual discontinuity were likely to be 
autonomous reflexives; those “who had come to endorse concerns at some variance 
with those contested in their natal backgrounds” (p. 22), thus confronting contextual 
incongruity, tended to be meta-reflexive; and those whose background was 
associated with severely disruptive circumstances could become Archer’s “fractured 
reflexives”. 
If the shift towards contextual incongruity is increasing (Archer, 2012), then, 
plausibly, evidence should be forthcoming showing a shift towards meta-reflexivity 
as the dominant mode in the current modernity. Archer suggests that reflexivity may 
have a history whereby structure and culture in different historical times may have 
privileged, and should continue to privilege, one form of reflexivity over another. 
According to Archer, evidence suggests a proclivity for communicative reflexiveness 
in earlier modernity when natal context was more likely to contribute to concerns 
more easily resolved within this more contextually stable context. Contextual 
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stability led to a preponderance of projects and courses of action that tended to 
maintain the status quo, undoubtedly promoting “a generic interest in social 
reproduction” (p. 30), and privileging Archer’s communicatives and their probable 
evasive stance towards society. 
Archer suggests that natal context (upbringing), and simultaneously the nature 
of cultural and social structures, predisposes individuals towards a particular mode. 
Modes have identifiable characteristics and also participants in those modes adopt an 
orientation and a stance towards society that sets them behaviourally apart from each 
other. Importantly, they also identify them as active agents and authors of their own 
stories. By taking a stance agents are engaged in facilitating an orientation towards 
society that best reflects where they want to be, in relation to where they have been. 
Children and young adolescents may not have a stance, and on the other hand more 
mature people may not achieve a stance (fractured reflexives). Archer acknowledges 
modes and stances as mutable and changeable, given that subjectivity is changeable, 
and because individuals are adjudged to be self-determining, self-conscious, self-
monitoring, and the authors of their own life story. 
Communicative reflexives 
Communicative reflexives adopt a stance of systematic evasion in relation to 
constraints and enablements. Achieving the aim of their projects is, for them, no way 
dependent upon a change in social position. Solutions are forthcoming within the 
boundary of “communicating” with family and friends “whose effect [is] to insulate 
them against external stimuli or opportunities” (Archer, 2003, p. 208). They turn to 
others for inter-personal confirmation of their courses of action “because they 
mistrust their lone internal dialogues” (p. 207).  
Communicative reflexives’ orientation is evasive since they don’t seek out 
ambitious projects that by their very nature would be inclined to require reflexive 
mediation, and may destabilize their context. They don’t accommodate well to 
change and are unlikely to display “reflexive elastification” when defining projects 
and courses of action that may move them from their “occupation with the 
proximate” (2003, p. 209), and are likely to “accommodate work by voluntarily 
reducing their occupational aspirations whenever these clashed with the (perceived) 
needs of family and friendships” (2003, p. 213). Characteristically, according to 
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Archer (2003), their internal conversations need to be confirmed and completed by 
others before decisions are confirmed. Furthermore, this mode of reflexivity: 
enmeshes the subject in local custom and practice, it drags flights of fancy down 
to earth, it valorises the familiar over the novel, it privileges the public over the 
private, today over tomorrow and certainty over uncertainty. (Archer, 2012, p. 
47) 
Autonomous reflexives 
Autonomous reflexives are born involuntarily into a context of instability and 
discontinuity, and in the face of this instability and novel context have to rely upon 
their own resources for adaptive decision-making. Unlike communicatives, they seek 
to move away from their initial unstable context, and “work” (rather than inter-
personal relationships) is their major priority. They are self-promoting and 
competitive, and are likely, therefore, to be entrepreneurial.  
Autonomous reflexives are in no way engaged in contextual replication and 
they are their own transformatory project, actively confronting new contexts and 
seeking to engage with, almost encouraging, structural diversity: 
 it is thus unsurprising that considerably more of their internal conversation is 
about ... the means, the costs, and the benefits of seeking to realise one’s 
ultimate concerns within it. (Archer, 2003, p. 212)  
The purpose for them is to manipulate their life course through change 
manifested as reflexive “elastification” and “contraction” of their (vocational) 
aspirations. They are independent, almost loners, and masters of their own destiny—
individualists with no self-mistrust requiring confirmatory conversations with others 
but at the same time acknowledging their fallibility.  
Their stance is strategic with respect to adjusting their projects in the light of 
circumstances. This approach represents “the life-politics of the possible, 
and … their resulting modi vivendi [ways of life] are very different because these 
agents have actively attempted to climb society’s ‘ladders’ and to circumvent its 
‘snakes’” (Archer, 2003, p. 350). Many of these reflexives are caught up in the 
“situational logic of competition” and therefore remain entrapped “by the constant 
need to initiate, evaluate and arbitrate between alternative forms of strategic action” 
(Archer, 2012, p. 43). They are the quintessence of an active agent. Their change 
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behaviours, past and impending, will show a disposition towards accumulating 
vocational capital in the form of qualifications and an enviable résumé, not as an end 
in themselves, but as a means to an end, the route to which has been mapped with 
some precision well ahead of time. 
Meta-reflexives 
In contrast to the brevity, economy, and readiness of responses made by the 
autonomous reflexives, Archer’s (2012) meta-reflexives “tend to withdraw into 
verbal or quiet self-interrogation” (p. 256) of their own motives and reactions, a kind 
of self-oriented (rather than task-oriented), self-monitoring: 
More frequently their withdrawal was verbal; they would begin to voice a 
response, qualify it, situate it in their personal biographies, link it to illustrative 
episodes, actively handle the topic out loud, and occasionally interject 
comments such as ‘That’s interesting’, or, ‘I’ve not thought of that before.’ 
(p. 256) 
Meta-reflexivity is usual for most people at times. “It entails being reflexive 
about our own acts of reflexivity” (Archer, 2003, p. 255), and does not, despite the 
preponderance of self-questioning, suggest a “profundity” that sets them apart from 
other people. What they do have is great difficulty in grasping a context “uncritically 
and lastingly” (p. 257). They are contextually unsettled—there is no unbroken 
continuous context as with the communicatives; no accessible, desirable, yet 
discontinuous context as with the autonomous reflexives, because there is always 
(eventually) something, if not many things, that they find wanting, which generally 
impedes the full expression of who they want to be. In this sense their stance is 
subversive because, in resisting guidance in courses of action, they also have “greater 
problems than any other group in defining a modus vivendi which was satisfying and 
sustainable over the long term” (p. 259):  
Sometimes (for meta-reflexives) the bill (personal cost) was presented in terms 
of resignation of posts, re-training and re-location ... Even more significantly 
these subjects would willingly embrace downward mobility and its objective 
losses in order to pursue their vocations in what they subjectively defined to be 
a preferential context. (Archer, 2003, p. 351)  
For all this, Archer (2012) argues that the meta-reflexives are likely to become 
the dominant mode of calculating the best for oneself in relation to your 
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circumstance, and are likely to be best placed to weather Archer’s increasing cultural 
and social “morphogenesis”. Autonomous reflexives’ “strategies for ensuring inter-
generational transmission [have] started to peter out, partly because it [has] been 
devalued overnight”, and for communicatives, private school culture and parental 
background “no longer possessed any corpus of cultural capital” (Archer, 2012, 
p. 56)—that is, their influence is waning. Furthermore, there is an incalculability 
about society and the pace of change that makes it difficult for competitive 
(autonomous) reflexives to make informed decisions about accumulating identity 
capital. Moving forward strategically on your own undertaking within this late-
modern societal morphogenesis is increasingly difficult. It’s hard to know what skills 
to accumulate and for what purpose you are accumulating them given the fluidity of 
market and state. 
In essence, active agents (strategic autonomous and subversive meta-
reflexives) develop projects and practices, not infallibly, that constitute outcomes 
purposefully derived from their internal conversations. These specific projects and 
practices constitute discretionary behaviours that collectively add up to an 
established but temporary “modus vivendi” (Archer, 2003, p. 142)—a way of life 
that we can live with.  
Central to Archer’s thesis, and to social realists, is that ontologically, 
“structure” and “agency”, object and subject, are seen as distinct strata of reality, not 
inextricably intertwined, and conceptualised as “irreducibly different in kind” 
(Archer, 2012, p. 2). Yet, according to Archer (2012, p. 7), despite this distinction, 
they are necessary to the existence of one another. Archer’s theory involves 
unpacking the interplay between these “irreducibly different in kind” causal powers, 
and provides a specification of how structural and cultural powers impinge upon 
agents, and secondly how agents use their own personal powers to act “so, rather 
than otherwise, in such situations” (2003, p. 3). 
Figure 3.2 below models the ongoing relationship between self and 
circumstance as a lifelong reflexive internal conversation (dialectic) that underpins 
an individual’s life as being in a constant state of becoming (Gale & Parker, 2014). 
However, Archer (2003, 2012) makes it clear that the personal power of reflexivity is 
only activated when circumstances “bite” against potential solutions to concerns. 
That is, life’s decisions are mostly intuitive and do not require conscious 
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transformative internal reflection. When reflexivity is invoked, then Archer posits 
that different modes (ways) and stances (orientations) mean that individuals in 
similar circumstances act “so, rather than otherwise, in such situations”. The figure 
explains that conscious decisions, which are in retrospect “the best”, will be 
adjudged to be adaptive.  
Figure 3.2: Archer’s Reflexive Theory 
 
 
3.4 THE CONJUNCTION BETWEEN THEORIES 
Both reflexivity theory and CCT have a focus on “adaptiveness” as the outcome of 
successful individual agency when working out what’s best for you—a state of being 
that emerges retrospectively as it becomes obvious that individuals have successfully 
taken action on their own behalf to overcome personal concerns. Whilst both theories 
have the same outcome for individuals making their (best) way through the world, 
they differ philosophically about how the outcome is achieved: Archer is a critical 
realist and Savickas a pragmatic constructionist/constructivist. The significance of 
this meta-theoretical difference for my research design, in particular 
methodologically, is discussed in more detail in the next chapter. 
 Chapter 3: Theoretical Considerations  77 
Nevertheless, Archer and Savickas “speak” comfortably with each other across 
this paradigmatic divide. For both theorists, self-creation is integral to the 
development of identity as a bridge towards adaptiveness, through emerging self-
consciousness and relational practice; an (over time) ability to reflect 
(transformatively) about a conscious “I” who acts, and a self-conscious “Me” who 
experiences that action (King, 2010). Ontologically, both acknowledge that social 
reality exists independently of the individual, but some disagreement exists about 
whether the “hidden” depths of a critical realist’s social reality can be captured 
appropriately through language, discourse, and hermeneutics in the same way that it 
can be for constructionists.  
Yet Archer’s ‘agent’ and Savickas’s ‘agent’ are one and the same, each 
emerging as ‘themselves’ through practice, through reflecting on experiences with 
their surroundings, and later on, through reflexive self-consciousness, finally 
emerging with personal identities. They are bound together through mutual 
acknowledgment of the dialogical reflexive relationship shared between the natural 
environment and social beings. This dialogical reciprocity activated through 
“practical activities” with the natural world is seminal for both theorists’ 
understanding of self-construction practices (in childhood) and consequent identity 
formulation (in adolescence). Agents in this latter regard have to be active on their 
own behalf (being reflexive and proactive, for example) in the face of involuntary 
social constraints. That is, unscripted social impingements on deliberatively decided 
plans of action “need an active agent who is enough of a self (not a ‘grammatical 
fiction’) to acknowledge her obligation to perform and to write her own script to 
cover the occasion” (Archer, 2000, p. 7). Furthermore, in this regard, I make the 
assumption that Savickas reflects Archer’s realist position in applying independent 
properties and powers to both structures and agents, and that both agree that each can 
be interpreted equally and qualitatively through language, discourse, and culture (see 
Chapter 4 for more detail regarding the latter). 
The concretising of an individual vocational self is central to Savickas’s 
construction theory, and whilst psychosocial factors together are recognised for their 
role in career construction, it is the development of psychological individuality that 
anchors relational social outcomes. Savickas’s (2013b) agents mature a range of 
conscious language-based and cognitive skills, developing psychological 
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individuality by progressing from actors (self as object), to agents (self as subject), 
and eventually authors (self as author), and progressively through practise and 
engagement reflexively with their social circumstance, identity emerges to capture 
meaning. This meaning frames discretionary outcomes that are potentially adaptive.  
Whilst Archer’s morphogenetic approach (1995, 2000, 2003, 2012) to making 
one’s way through the world acknowledges the centrality of interactions (practise) 
between social structure and human agency, it seems that Archer now (like Savickas) 
has moved from an earlier position “in which structural conditions seemed to have 
been given the primary weight” (King, 2010, p. 4) to prioritise the individual as an 
autonomous reflexive agent (King, 2010) able to make decisions independently in 
their own best interests. Archer’s agents engage in conscious, intentional social 
practice from birth onwards; they engage with society, develop self-consciousness, 
become reflexive, and develop (personal) identity (King, 2010). In this way, and 
consistent with Savickas’s (2013b) psychological self-construction, they discover 
through practice “the distinctions between self and otherness, subject and object, and 
between self and other people before they can be expressed in language” (Archer, 
1995, p. 8). 
Savickas’s and Archer’s agents (in time) are able to “stand aside from 
themselves” and reflect self-consciously and transformatively (reflexively) on their 
actions in relation to their circumstance. Both theorists take the position that 
“individuals are not what they are but what they make of themselves” (King, 2010, 
p. 4). Identity for both becomes an emergent property of individual human action; 
individuals are not the dupes of social groups (King, 2010); and an autonomous self 
emerges from the (over time) reflexive interaction between self and circumstance. 
More specifically, Archer is of the opinion that an individual is able to choose his or 
her own trajectory through internal conversation during this self-conscious 
engagement with novel circumstance. It is this distinctiveness from Savickas’s lack 
of a specific reflexive mechanism that informs my research questions. Archer (2003) 
posits that personal identity, a distinctly individual intrapsychic construction, is the 
product of internal conversation. Savickas, in turn, positions reflexivity as one of a 
number of personal skills required for the self-conscious construction of vocational 
identity, a similarly distinctly individual intrapsychic construction, without 
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suggesting that reflexivity is any more important than other cognitive and language-
based skills required for this self-creation.  
The primacy of reflexivity for career construction is becoming more evident 
through a current shift in emphasis for career towards social constructionism 
(McIlveen, 2012). In this way, “the same discourses and practices that constitute 
social constructionism are constitutive of reflexivity” (Noble & McIlveen, 2012, 
p. 106); individuals become self-conscious via a critical analysis of the (social) 
practices that initiate the self-consciousness in the first place. To understand this as a 
career professional is to understand the potential to teach meta-cognitive awareness 
to adolescents to help mobilise (manipulate) discourse in a way that supports identity 
development and “resists discourses of power and control” (Noble & McIlveen, 
2012, p. 106). In this way, reflexivity is a teachable and adaptive resource. 
It is context and concerns that initiate reflexivity in active agents and it is the 
conscious application of a number of adaptabilities within the agent that determines 
the success or otherwise of this internal dialogue for self and identity construction. 
Archer’s (2003, 2012) internal conversation explicates a way of deliberating and 
deciding that provides a mechanism for change in agents different from that of 
Savickas’s requirement for agents to mediate using intuition, consciousness, purpose, 
intellect, and emotion. In turn, unlike Savickas, Archer’s internal conversation 
explains how it is that agents who are similarly placed do not respond in uniform 
ways (Archer, 2008). 
Vocational identities and careers are constructed, not discovered, and they are 
constructed from the subject’s point of view in light of how they conceptualise their 
social roles and interpret their experiences. Archer’s “internal conversation” is 
theoretically apposite in explaining Savickas’s (2002a) changes through “growth” 
and “exploration”, in that it opens up a (meta-cognitive) mechanism through which 
individuals, having formulated a sense of self as “actors” and “agents”, with an 
ability and willingness for change, can now progress to become the authors of their 
self-story (Savickas, 2002a, 2005, 2013b).  
For transitioning adolescents, it is this self-story, having been formulated and 
then narrated, that exposes retrospectively the individual’s internal reflexive 
deliberations about how they have managed their selves in relation to their 
vocationally relevant context, including how to contend with the open opportunities 
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that confront them. It is within this self-story that a transitional vocational identity 
resides, giving rise to evidence of the influence of reflexive internal dialogue on its 
formulation (not just qua Savickas’s purpose, intellect, and emotion), and it is from 
within this story that meaning, a sense of what matters about future decisions, 
emerge. Residing within this story is a powerful anticipation of occupational 
congruence (Savickas, 2013b), of conceptions of a private self committing to a 
public occupational role, and a powerful anticipation of adaptiveness—that is, that 
newly conceived or freshly achieved state of vocational “ease” when individuals are 
living the life they want to live: what Archer (2003) describes in broad terms as a 
“modus vivendi”, and Savickas (2002a), in career terms, as an “occupational niche”. 
Reflexivity strengthens the pathway to adaptiveness by clarifying and 
validating vocational self-concepts, increasing career self-efficacy and consequently 
self-esteem, clarity, realism, and consistency (Savickas, 2002a). Archer’s internal 
dialogue captures the essence of reflexivity as an adaptive resource, an intentionally 
self-analytical tool, a conscious self-awareness that is influential in forging a 
vocational identity that bridges the gap between the transitioning school leaver’s 
perceptions about their future and the wider society into which they are transitioning. 
Figure 3.3 models the relationship between the two theories. The diagram 
privileges Savickas’s two meta-requirements for career construction, adaptability, 
and identity. Savickas’s adolescents construct a critical vocational identity as a step 
towards an “occupational niche” congruent with their self-conceptions. These 
significant milestones are realised because of the resources (adaptabilities) employed 
by individuals as “agents” and “authors” to address change; most notably the lifelong 
reflexive dialogue sustained between self (subject) and circumstance (object). 
Archer’s theory, a model applicable to navigating through life in general (not just 
vocationally) gives credibility to the thesis that this reflexive dialectic forms as an 
“internal conversation” with different modes and stances (reasonably effecting in 
individuals the same adaptive milestone as described by Savickas): a “modus 
vivendi”. 
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Figure 3.3: The relationship between the two theories 
 
  
3.5 IMPLICATIONS FOR THIS RESEARCH 
My research expects that the transition from school for adolescents is a concern 
sufficient to activate the need for transformative internal conversations and proposes, 
therefore - to engage a research design leading to the construction of an 
autobiographical story that captures the individual’s vocational identity. In so doing, 
the research aimed to reveal within the story a focus on:  
 identity as “the continuity of self” (Pasupathi & Weeks, 2010);  
 continuity and coherence amidst their vocational experiences;  
 evidence of internal conversations; and  
 evidence that these conversations mediate the “arm wrestle” between self 
and context as identity is constructed.  
This evidence may comprise themed reflexive elements including indications 
of “reflexive elastication”, compromise and circumscription, considerations of 
“price”, and verification that the self-narrative educes meaning and a sense of what 
matters regarding future courses of action. Archer (2003, 2012) expects that the 
presence of adolescent internal conversations should not only confirm that mediation 
occurs but also provide evidence of the way in which it occurs and to what end.  
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Of interest is the extent to which adolescents register their future environment 
as rapidly intensifying, incalculable and incongruent, and possibly threatening in 
relation to the open opportunities they now confront. Archer (2012) suspects that 
many adolescents will view unlimited variety and innovations (incongruity) as a 
novelty that appeals to them and which they are probably already adept at mastering 
through technologies that include electronic games and social media. The Internet 
provides them with opportunities “to extend virtual experience far beyond the 
confines of the practical ones on offer at home and school ... to explore the forbidden 
and even to extend it and to assume one or many cyber personalities” (p. 53). 
Destination after school is a prototypical step in the construction of Savickas’s 
(2002a) “career”, and this research posits that being a consciously active participant 
in the process is important.  
This chapter outlines the theoretical frame for my research as a conjunction 
between Archer’s reflexivity theory and Savickas’s CCT. This is research into the 
way in which the process of career construction can be supported by reflexivity. The 
compatibility between these paradigmatically different theoretical positions is made 
clear by way of common links with the central importance to both of self-conscious 
human agency (conscious intention). It links with the broader structure–agency 
paradigm in that self and context are prominent, distinctly separable, but irreducibly 
related through reflexivity, for identity formulation. The next chapter outlines the 
design approach and narrative methodology that informs the processes and 
procedures employed to gather data for analysis, in order to answer the research 
questions posed in Chapter 1.  
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CHAPTER 4: THE RESEARCH DESIGN 
The previous chapter put forward two theories for consideration as relevant to the 
research context, and examined the conjunction between them as a basis upon which 
to inform my research design. This chapter emphasises the design approach based 
upon these two qualitative theories and explains how Archer’s and Savickas’s social 
and psychosocial perspectives (on self and identity construction, respectively) link 
with the practicalities of the research design including narrative inquiry 
methodology. Paradigmatic differences between the two theories are emphasised and 
particular weight is placed on ensuring their compatibility methodologically. 
Information relevant to the research site and the participants is put forward, and an 
overview of the data-collection techniques, and the research procedure and timelines. 
Details of the data set precede information on how the data were analysed. The final 
section discusses limitations and any ethical considerations. 
4.1 DESIGN APPROACH 
I approached the research as a qualitative narrative inquiry anchored 
paradigmatically to constructivism, social constructionism, and the emerging life 
design (Guichard, 2009; Rehfuss & Di Fabio, 2012; Savickas, 2010, 2012), and 
Archer’s (1995, 2003, 2012) morphogenetic critical realism. My approach 
emphasised individual subjectivity, reflexivity, and other meta-cognitive practices 
and personal skills, socio-relational practices between agents and their surroundings, 
and hermeneutic and interpretive ways of knowing about the real world. The research 
approach was also ethnographic in the sense that it took an interest in what people 
did, what they knew, and how they described their world (McIlveen, 2008).  
Denzin and Lincoln (2008) define qualitative research as “a situated activity 
that locates the observer in the world, and it consists of a set of interpretive material 
practices that make the world visible” (p. 4). This research was designed to look at 
the ways similarly situated individuals (students in their senior years of secondary 
schooling) worked out what’s best for them regarding their vocational concerns by 
exhuming meaning from a deliberate construction of vocational identity. Design 
involved gathering data over 12 months within the final two years of senior 
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schooling, unusual in the field of research into career. Current research into career 
and identity and “how individuals produce their own development” (Savickas, 
2002b, p. 384) through narrative lacks a body of empirical research that accounts for 
its process and outcomes (McMahon et al., 2012). The research has, by and large, 
accounted for “what” without accounting for “how”.  
My research design was grounded in career and reflexivity theory, and 
storytelling facilitated the construction of autobiographical narrative identities. 
Storying (the process) and the story are fundamental to these narratives. The story is 
the means by which individuals construct their narrative identities over time 
(McMahon, 2007; Rehfuss & Di Fabio, 2012). Story is constructed through a 
recursiveness within and between individuals, and this storying is linked to their 
culturally and contextually embedded experiences (McMahon, 2007). Moreover, 
storying underpins the belief in both CCT and reflexivity theory—i.e. that 
individuals are active agents on their own behalf, and that the individual’s freedom to 
choose their own trajectory (Archer would say through “internal conversation”) 
shapes their identity (and career).  
The research design encouraged the participants to narrate their story of lived 
(and possible future) vocational experiences (an autobiography) to enable the 
reflexive contribution to “fall out” of an analysis of these stories and the storying 
process. Furthermore, my research design took the view that co-construction—
whereby the efforts of the individual to construct and narrate were supported by the 
researcher and the other participants—helped participants to produce measurably 
thicker narratives (Rehfuss & Di Fabio, 2012) and a clearer and expanded self-
concept (including self-worth and self-efficacy), as well as helping cultivate intention 
and action and an active engagement with life (Savickas, 2012). The design was 
intended to invigorate the participants’ efforts to story, and their desire to change. 
The design encouraged a metaphorical formulation of vocational identity as if it were 
a story, a subjectively authored autobiography acting as a container for vocational 
meaning, holding feelings, and “giving stability and shape to our emotional 
experience” (McIlveen, 2012, p. 61).  
Based on claims about “narratives life-like tendencies”, or “life’s narrative 
tendencies” (Bamberg, 2006), it seems “to be assumed that the stories we tell about 
ourselves is how we conduct our lives – is who we are” (Bamberg, 2012, p. 204). 
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Bamberg is critical of this assumption and views biographical accounts as artefacts 
of interviewing strategies that privilege self-introspection (ruminations) about one’s 
own life over social-interactive encounters of small-story telling, and that 
biographical storytelling activities in the construction of identity are “nothing to be 
elevated or glorified into special status” (Bamberg, 2012, p. 206). The essence of 
Bamberg’s claims regarding qualitative narrative inquiry and the role of storytelling 
for the construction of identity is that the emphasis should be placed more on 
narrative practice (character development, emplotment, and thematic patterns, for 
example) and identity navigation (a navigable framework, personal skills, change 
verses sameness, structure and agency, developmental stage, for example), rather 
than a narrative focus on self-disclosure to discover deeply rooted individual essence.  
In this regard my design emphasis is twofold, privileging the need for an 
emphasis on both deeply rooted essence, and narrative practice. Firstly, individuals 
through story, position themselves situationally and in time, and anchor themselves 
from where they want to be understood based on their (changeable) interactional 
social setting (Bamberg, 2012). Their ability to do so depends on their developed, or 
developing, narrative practices and their ability to navigate (follow a “roadmap”) 
towards identity formulation. This is Bamberg’s (2012) “more modest approach to 
identity research within the field of qualitative inquiry” (p. 207), and in this way 
aligns the research towards social constructionism. Secondly, there is also a need for 
deeply rooted, introspective self-disclosure. Individuals are required to come to an 
understanding of the conceptions (in this case vocational self-conceptions) that are 
attached to them, yet recognised as separate from (vocational) identity. Self-making 
and consequent self-understanding predates identity (understanding the meaning 
attached to yourself in relation to a number of domains concurrently, including 
career), although each is operationalized concurrently within the same 
autobiography. Identity emerges from elements of the understood self, more in line 
with psychosocial constructivism. My research privileges both constructivist and 
constructionist approaches within the research design, assuming that identity is both 
a relational and personal (conscious) construction.  
As a co-constructor of participant narratives during data collection, the 
participant stories and my understanding of those stories evolved from each of our 
inputs. As the participants told their stories, a picture of their evolving stories from 
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my perspective could be fed back to each participant to elicit further meaning for the 
next iteration of their story. Simultaneously, my understanding of the participant 
stories and how they related to the research questions grew with each new iteration. 
This was a mutually reinforcing and recursive process that grew out of each party 
showing genuine interest in the developing story. As meaning and coherence 
developed in the participant stories, both the researcher and participant gained 
encouragement to continue. In this way, it seems, both the researcher and the 
participant learned through the storying experience, and evidence of this mutual 
construction spotlights what McMahon et al. (2012) identify as process constructs 
that accompany narrative formulation—namely, reflection, connectedness, meaning-
making, learning, and agency. I would add reflexivity (self-conscious transformative 
reflection) and active listening to this list. McMahon et al. (2012) identify these 
process constructs as discrete but “recursively interrelated” (p. 138), teachable but 
interrelated, further identifying narrative construction as holistic. It was my intention 
to throw light on these constructs for narrative construction. 
4.2 METHODOLOGY 
The research methodology was an inquiry by narrative into the influence of “internal 
conversation” (Archer, 2003) on the development of storied critical vocational 
identity and meaning-making in adolescents illuminated by Archer’s reflexivity 
theory (2003, 2012) and Savickas’s CCT (2002a, 2012, 2013b). The growth of 
scholarship around narrative studies has led researchers from diverse backgrounds to 
engage in narrative inquiry, conducting research with narrative to explore 
participants’ experiences, and also on narrative where the narrative itself is the object 
of study (Bamberg, 2012). Inquiries into personal narratives (as self-disclosures 
about who we are) are designed to reveal aspects of—and, in my research, to 
create—the author’s autobiography and to reveal their subjectivity. This is what 
Bamberg (2012, p. 203) describes as “an exceptional genre that serves the purpose of 
identity inquiry” and an exceptional space for identity practices.  
Important to narrative design is an understanding of life as lived experience, 
“filled with narrative fragments, enacted in storied moments of time and space, and 
reflected upon and understood in terms of narrative unities and discontinuities” 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 17). Individuals live storied lives, and narrative 
inquirers study lives as lived experience. The narrative inquiry methodology is 
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framed by this pragmatic, experiential way of being, and positions lived experience 
as played out over time, as relational and continuous, and essentially social, 
constitutive of social practices and repertoires (Bamberg, 2012) in interactions with 
others and with themselves.  
Several authors (Clandinin, 2007; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Clandinin & 
Murphy, 2009; Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007) claim the Deweyan (1938) theory of 
experience as central to the epistemology and ontology of narrative inquiry 
methodology, in that Dewey’s “experience” is a fundamental ontological category 
from which all inquiry proceeds—a changing stream that is characterised by 
continuous interaction of human thought with our personal, social, and material 
environment; a stream of continuous interaction that Gale and Parker (2014) say 
positions individuals in a state of constantly “becoming”. Epistemologically, in the 
light of this pragmatic view of experience, the ideal narrative would not generate an 
exclusively faithful representation of reality, and the story told would always involve 
selective emphasis.  
Narrative inquiry as a methodology based on Dewey does arrive at a 
conception of how reality can be known; however, according to Spathis (2014), 
Deweyan pragmatism can lead to the implication that experiences are objects of no 
depth, which serves to disconnect the experience from the level of real 
(unobservable) events. Critical realists, like pragmatists, accept the social dimension 
of inquiry as relational (Archer, 2012), but, according to Alvesson and Skoldberg 
(2009), they also argue that only studying what is immediately presented to the 
senses is insufficient and misleading as this “disregards the unobservable 
mechanisms that produce phenomena” (p. 40)—that is, disregards the “real” 
unobservable structures or mechanisms that have generated actual observable events. 
This introduces the concept of the fallibility of experience for realists. Describing 
real events (phenomena) in terms of the language of the known and understood 
(human knowledge) denies the existence of unknown structures that can cause the 
events—an epistemic fallacy. Scott’s (2005) social actors observe the world from a 
fixed position; therefore, their experiences are fallible representations of reality (what 
exists or is observable) “as there is always a reality that exists beyond our 
experiences” (Spathis, 2014, p. 100). From a critical realist’s point of view, however, 
this is what makes for a deeper understanding of social reality—going beyond the 
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observable and investigating the mechanisms (causes) beyond the event, the 
unobservable structures that cause observable events. Scott’s critical realists are 
always (appropriately) one step behind a “correct” interpretation of the nature of the 
social world because of its emergent nature. In other words, thinking about and 
interacting with the world has the capacity to change and influence the world, and if 
the way in which you use constructions to describe your world is different to others’ 
constructions then there could be an infinite number of ways of describing the world 
(Pring, 2000)—infinite infallibility and multiple realities. Critical realism assumes a 
world external to the researcher, but access to that world is not an easy task. The 
concern for critical realists is that a narrative (empirical) interpretation of actual 
events—a narrative inquiry utilising narrative processes (storying)—requires the use 
of language that can only describe the known and understood world. Reducing social 
reality to a description by language and hermeneutics is fundamental to social 
constructionism and constructivism, but difficult philosophically for social realists. 
Archer, a critical realist, describes reality as a qualitatively constructed 
dialogical account of an individual agent’s (unscripted) experiences with 
circumstance; it is a reality that is constructed internally by the individually active 
self, resulting from the unscripted clashes with social circumstance—clashes that 
oblige an individual “to perform and write her own script to cover the occasion” 
(p.  7). In this (reflexive) way, according to Archer (2008), “we have an explanatory 
purchase upon exactly what agents do because in the same circumstances they do not 
act in uniform ways” (p. 1), “objectively paying the price for their fallibility when 
they get things wrong” (p. 5). “Reality” for critical realists is a (not infallible) 
subjective interpretation of the relationship between structure and agency. It is 
“investigated as a duality of structure and agency” existing independently of the 
individual “who is always situated in an irreducible social context” (King, 2010, 
p. 254).  
The narrative as a way of validating human experience is a postmodernist 
response to scientific empiricists’ efforts to lay claim to universal truths and is 
commonly approached from a language-based, hermeneutic, or interpretive 
perspective (Spathis, 2014). Language discourse and hermeneutics are well-known 
qualitative practices in relation to narrative inquiries into career. Narrative’s 
compatibility with career and its link with constructivism are already well 
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established, while its link with career as a social construction (McIlveen, 2012) is 
newly emerging. So an inquiry into career as a social and personal construction 
through language discourse seems appropriate. Neimeyer and Torres (2015) contend 
that constructionism and constructivism express a shared commitment to revealing 
the structure of personal and collective meaning and the processes by which they are 
constructed. A social constructionist lens is significant for my research method in 
that it recognises that identity is formulated relationally and coordinated by 
discourse. Furthermore, constructionists recognise the reflexive efforts of the 
researcher in clarifying their own biases and subjectivities and their effect on the 
data-collection process (Neimeyer & Torres, 2015). Similarly, constructivism has 
relevance because of its emphasis on individual subjectivity—localised and 
provisional patterns of meaning-making that create themes around life events—and 
its application to reflexive narrative that requires “analysis and interpretation of 
events and internal reactions in order to understand their significance” (p. 725).  
Though constructionism and constructivism fit comfortably together within my 
research inquiry space through their shared commitment to revealing meaning for 
career, social constructionism has been linked to an anti-realist ontology of the social 
world (Elder-Vass, 2012). According to King (2010), constructivism has been 
portrayed as a 1980s response by sociologists to overcoming the developing 
influence of realism. Therefore, the appropriateness of conducting an inquiry that 
includes all three paradigms needs to be defended. Critical realists (Archer, 1995; 
Bhasker, 1975; Sayer, 2000) argue that all social events are caused by interacting 
emergent causal powers that express themselves contingent upon circumstance, but 
are not always realised. In assigning a critical role to language, discourse, and culture 
for social construction, constructionists suggest these can only be understood using 
interpretive and hermeneutic methods and claim they cannot be given causal (realist) 
explanations (Elder-Vass, 2012). Elder-Vass claims, however, that realists are open 
to the need for interpretive work for making sense of the meaning of language and 
discourse, and do not see this as posing an obstacle to including these forces in 
causal accounts. Elder-Vass points out that a number of authors (Bhasker, 1998; 
Joseph & Roberts, 2004; Sayer, 2000) have questioned whether there is any conflict 
between realism and constructionism, arguing that “realism is compatible with 
moderate forms of constructionism”. They make reference to the plausibility of a 
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“realist social constructionism” whereby language, discourse and culture are seen as 
products of interacting powers and “also, potentially, as causal forces themselves” 
(Elder-Vass, 2012, p. 12).  
Archer (2000) initially expressed concerns about the application of language 
and hermeneutics for understanding social construction—concerns centred on the 
likelihood that a preoccupation with language and discourse would reduce an 
individual’s sense of self to “grammatical fiction” whereby the self is isolated from 
“the world” and becomes “dissolved into discursive structures” (p. 3). Furthermore, 
Archer (1995) described hermeneutics as individualism, and King (2004) has 
accused hermeneutics of reducing the social world to the individual’s (language-
based) interpretation of it. Archer is likely to be critical of anything that separates the 
link between the “parts” and the “people” (structuration theory and consequent 
individualism, for example). Yet in defence of language, or at least in defence of the 
concept of the isolation of humans from the world through language, Archer (2000) 
concedes “that the relationship between human beings and the world can never be 
severed”, and “an important part of being human is proofed against language” (p. 3).  
McIlveen (2012) contends that career construction is both a personal and social 
phenomenon that involves a shared language system, which interfaces with society, 
and “primacy is granted to language and its forms of discourse, grammar, words, and 
conventions as the grist of narrative and its role in identity” (p. 64). Mignot (2004) 
signifies language as essential in order to “encapsulate the irreducible hermeneutic 
characteristic of career” (p. 468). Spathis (2014) argues that language is real and 
should be conceived of as a causal power, and that—given that the social sciences 
are human sciences—there is a hermeneutic dimension to social reality. Furthermore, 
Spathis contends that Archer’s work “remains on the interplay between the actor and 
their lifeworld” (p. 97) and that such a view supports the need for interpretive and 
hermeneutic approaches, with the latter not incompatible with a critical realist’s 
framework. Indeed, Archer (2012), despite earlier misgivings, describes the need to 
explore reality as a double hermeneutic, and posits that this “imperfectly successful 
communication” underwrites social communication in general (Archer, 2003, 
p. 155). Vandenberghe (2010) argues that hermeneutics is really an idealist version 
of critical realism, and that language is real and should be conceived of as a causal 
power. In this regard, critical realism, constructionism, and constructivism 
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collectively add more to the narrative inquiry space than can be offered by each of 
them separately.  
In summary, this research was not about faithfully recording a story but rather 
about inquiring into the process of good storytelling and along the way helping the 
participants interpret and extract meaning from their own story. The meaning was 
extracted to show that meaning is present in our life stories and that in different 
contexts different meanings will matter. Narrative method was employed as a 
process to help participants tell a good story, and thematic analysis of these 
narratives was used to answer research questions. Narrative inquiry (engaging with 
“experience” as a fundamental ontological characteristic of inquiry), narrative 
method (storying), and thematic analysis of the narrative (stories) are used to chart 
the participants’ progress to personal meaning and a growing sense of what matters 
about career, showing career as a property of the self-as-an-organised-system, a 
property that emerges over time and leads to a more complex and better organised 
level of consciousness.  
4.2.1 Design approach—assumptions 
I assumed that participants would be able to find words, and know the words, to tell 
something about the nature of their internal deliberations, and that I would, in turn, 
be able to interpret those words on behalf of the participants and for myself. “The 
whole enterprise involves the interpretation of the interpreting subjects” (Archer, 
2003, p. 154). My interpretations overlaid those of the participants, and this double 
hermeneutic had to be accepted, almost embraced, as consistent with the narrative 
design. In this way also, I had to assess whether the vocational interests, the elements 
of emplotment that bound these lists of interests into simple and then eventually 
complex stories, and the meanings derived from these stories by the participants and 
me could be mistaken. I took a constructionist (pragmatic) view (Kemp, 2012) that I 
was justified in proceeding with the research design based on the implication that if 
“actors” are drawing meaning contingent on options deemed to be in their best 
interests, then they cannot reasonably be mistaken in the meanings they infer from 
their interests. “On this view, actor’s interest claims are part of the constitution of 
their world, and there are no cracks in this world of meaning that can be exploited to 
make a justified critique of these claims” (Kemp, 2012, p. 492).  
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Clandinin and Connelly (2000) suggest that the researcher does not merely 
describe this or that feature of someone’s experience, “they also intervene into the 
human experience whereby the descriptions add meaning to experience, thus 
changing the content and quality of the experience” (p. 44). This participant–
researcher subjective recursiveness was not a design problem; rather it was factored 
in as part of the design, and fit the purpose of the research, which was to describe 
how adolescents make sense of experiences within contexts, and how researchers 
contribute to that sense-making. There was always the knowledge that other 
interpretations were possible. The sensitivities and biases, cultural stereotypes and 
emphases of the researcher became part of the landscape and, as such, were 
incorporated into the interpretation of the narrative. In this study the narrative and 
narrative processes were both the outcome from, and the origin of, change and were 
cognitively strategic for the participants (and me) as they developed consciousness 
about themselves and their story.  
Wachtel (2008) explains that our understanding of other people is always 
infused with and mediated by our own subjectivity and, even if imperfect, our 
understanding is often quite capable of being good enough. Wachtel says that this 
two-person epistemology is not “epistemological nihilism” but a more sophisticated 
understanding of the ways we can potentially mislead ourselves in order to increase 
the odds that our understanding will be good enough. Participants, therefore, may 
have difficulty in successfully reproducing intra and inter-personal exchanges, and I, 
in turn, as interpreter, may lack the capacity to faithfully construe the private 
meanings within these exchanges. Archer (2003) suggests, however, that this 
“imperfectly successful communication” (p. 155) underwrites social communication 
in general. The research process was designed to support participants in their efforts 
to remember, and to practise their stories for understanding and interpretation in 
group and one-to-one sessions. 
The evidence suggested that language ability (Josselson, 2004) and 
developmental maturity (McLean & Mansfield, 2010) would both be influential to 
the research outcomes. The research assumed sufficient participant cognitive ability, 
particularly with respect to the requirement for global narrative coherence, and 
autobiographical reasoning (Habermas, 2010) in developing a narrative identity. 
Habermas and de Silveira (2008) noted that the required ability to construct causal-
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motivational and thematic coherence by relating life events to each other in life 
stories was absent in older children (9–15 years), and gradually emerged across early 
and mid-adolescence. The timing of storying as an intervention for identity 
construction was relevant for this research.  
My research assumed that I, as the researcher and as a counsellor, would be 
able to disconnect my personal story from that of the participants in the co-
construction of meaning. Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) interpretation of Dewey 
(1938) situates inquiry in a three-dimensional space interpreted as place, personal, 
and social. Any particular inquiry is defined by this three-dimensional space. The 
inquirer asks questions, writes field notes, derives interpretations, and writes text that 
addresses this three-dimensional narrative inquiry space. These texts “are highly 
interpretive and reflect the biases of the inquirer and the inquiry field defined by the 
inquirer” (p. 50). The role of the inquiry, and what inquirers endeavour to do, is to 
reflect on, and make meaning of, the experience for the participants and also for 
themselves. There are tensions arising from this relational aspect of inquiry; the 
inquirer not only observes participant/other interactions but is also one of the 
“others” (p. 50) engaged in the experience. Whilst accepting that a measure of 
intimacy is inevitable, the inquirer has to be able to, at times, reflect from a distance, 
undertaking what Clandinin and Connelly (2000) call “cool observation” (p. 50). The 
field notes are significant in that they allow the researcher to slip in and out of 
intimacy and “cool observation”. 
This research was not about the life story and the decisions made within it per 
se; it was about exposing internal conversations that provided evidence of Archer’s 
(2003) reflexive elements, different ways of deliberating, and stances and 
orientations towards society. It was more about practice and process but still with an 
interest in the core of the constructions that make up the individual and Bamberg’s 
(2012) narrative essence. The autobiographical narrative provided the background to 
a life lived, but the reflexive deliberations revealed how the life was lived.  
4.3 THE RESEARCH SITE 
The research was undertaken at a private boys’ school situated in a major city in 
Australia. The school is a traditional institution established in the early 1900s. At the 
time of the research, the school had 1,600 students aged from 4–17 years of age. 
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4.4 PARTICIPANTS  
Ten participants were accepted as volunteers to the study from a cohort of 220 in 
their second last year of senior schooling. Their ages at the time ranged from 15–17 
years. Nine pastoral groups of approximately 25 students were spoken to separately 
by me and given a brief written and oral outline of the study with instructions for any 
interested students to approach the researcher independently. The participants were 
not chosen at random, but no interested party was rejected from the study. No regard 
was taken in relation to their academic ability, language ability, level of maturity, 
emotional competence, or cultural background. Sixteen students volunteered initially, 
with five students leaving the study either prior to gaining parental approval or at 
some stage in the first six months of data collection. The sixth student to leave the 
study completed all stages of data collection but withdrew from the school just prior 
to presenting his exit narrative. 
4.5 THE DATA SET 
The data set was the participant voice “heard” in the two types of stories that arose 
from the data collected from interviews and the e-portfolio. The two types of stories 
were relevant single-event stories revealed in the group and one-on-one sessions, and 
the exit narrative constructed and autobiographically reasoned (Bluck & Habermas, 
2000; Habermas, 2010) from a selection of the single-event stories into an expanded 
narrative, representative of vocational identity (Collin, 2011a; McLean & Mansfield, 
2010; Neimeyer, 2006; Savickas, 2012). Both types of participant stories were coded 
for evidence of reflexive dialogue and then collectively re-storied by the researcher 
to emphasise the presence and influence of reflexivity sufficient to answer the 
primary research questions. It was expected that reflections from each participant 
during the interviews regarding elements of the process would be field data for the 
researcher, particularly information about why certain artefacts were chosen as 
narrative fragments to be blended into the final storied-self. These reflections, 
whenever considered of importance for an individual’s re-told story, were woven 
into that story (see Chapter 5). 
The way the participants chose their experiences to story, how they presented 
their exit stories to the panel, and the content of their stories conveyed a great deal 
about the presentation of self and how participants negotiated how they wanted to be 
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known (Bohn, 2010). The data, as stories, conveyed the importance of reflexive 
dialogue and critical discussion (Archer, 2003) as discursive resources to situate 
meaning (Collin, 2011b), and conveyed how meaning and what matters was derived 
to elucidate discretionary behaviours about life design into the future. 
Throughout the data-gathering phase over 12 months the participants were 
encouraged to reflect on their thinking—that is, auto-ethnographic reflections on 
their reflexive habits (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011)—not as part of the data set 
per se but to be used as a basis for recall by the participants during one-to-one 
interviews with the researcher and co-generative group sessions. These reflections 
were intended to collect feedback from their peers, a variety of ideas about electronic 
narrative artefacts from others in the group, reflections on the experiences associated 
with identity development through narrative process, feelings and emotions, planning 
ideas and remembrances, garnered meaning and “mattering” throughout the research 
period, and also insights into their own vocational thinking as it applied to their life 
design. These reflections were discussed between the participants and me in the 
group and one-on-one sessions. By employing this strategy both the researcher and 
the participants entered Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) three-dimensional narrative 
inquiry space. The researcher blended these data into the participants’ re-told stories 
when revealed in their interviews and exit narratives. 
The data were the participant stories and there were four techniques employed 
to gather them. Information from the first of these, My System of Career Influences 
inventory (MSCI, Patton & Watson, 2005) was not recorded. This inventory was 
administered prior to gathering any other data and has been included in the data-
gathering techniques because it served the important function of enhancing 
adolescent vocational literacy and introducing to them the concept of observable 
influences on vocational trajectory and how they might interact recursively. The 
other three techniques for gathering data were Archer’s (2003) Internal Conversation 
Indicator (ICONI), the electronic portfolio, and the audiotaped group and one-on-one 
interviews. 
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4.6 TECHNIQUES FOR GATHERING DATA 
4.6.1 My System of Career Influences (MSCI) inventory  
This instrument (McMahon et al., 2005) was a reflection activity used as an 
introductory tool enabling participants to begin to identify personal dispositions and 
circumstances that had influenced their thinking about current vocational options, 
and also to raise awareness about potentially bankable e-portfolio items, either as 
icons or landmarks or as short stories. Whilst part of the corpus of data, the results 
were not included in the data set.  
The MSCI is grounded in the systems theory framework (Patton & McMahon, 
1999, 2006, 2014). In this study the MSCI was the first step for participants in the 
narrative construction of vocational identity. MSCI is a practical educative tool for 
participants to begin developing vocational language, identifying and collecting 
meaningful career influences and organising and prioritising connections between 
themselves and their social world. Influences in the inventory identify as both 
content (intrapersonal and contextual variables including personality, age, peers, and 
family) and process (recurring interaction between systems including change over 
time and chance) components. This tool encouraged the development of an 
embryonic self-story—a first draft often lacking in richness, consistency, and 
coherence but upon which a richer story could be layered.  
The MSCI was a template to stimulate further sophisticated identity activity 
and acknowledged each participant as a self-organised system, integrated and self-
aware (Josselson, 1994), capable of interrogating their past, present, and future, for 
landmark and epiphanous events that could influence the development of a 
vocational identity (Rehfuss, 2009; Savickas, 2008). It was acknowledged to 
participants that these influences could change over time, along with their level of 
importance and the meanings assigned to them. 
4.6.2 Internal Conversation Indicator (ICONI) 
Archer’s (2003) ICONI was administered just prior to the collection of data by 
interview in order to identify the presence, or otherwise, of a dominant mode of 
reflexivity. That is, one mode that stood out above the rest that might give some 
indication to me prior to, and during, the collection of data about the way each 
participant was likely to work out, or was working out, what to do, with what 
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intentions, and what consequences. In a number of instances, the scores were 
equivocal. Furthermore, there was evidence in the dialogue that a number of 
participants’ dominant mode had shifted throughout the course of data collection. 
Each participant’s ICONI scores are recorded in my re-interpretations of their 
stories in Chapter 5, and the ICONI scores of all the participants are grouped together 
and discussed in Chapter 6. These scores were of great value, helping me interpret 
participant stories “on the run” (perhaps not infallibly), during and between 
interviews about the “way” and “why” participants made decisions. My knowledge 
of the score and the theoretical framework that Archer (2003, 2012) had built around 
each mode, and the possible influence of natal background on this score, provided a 
denser framework for discussion than just an opinion about whether the subject was 
engaging in reflexive conversation. A copy of the ICONI is included as Appendix 1. 
4.6.3 The career e-portfolio  
The electronic (career) portfolio (Collin, 2011a; Colyer & Howell, 2004; Greenberg, 
2004; McCowan, Harper, & Hauville, 2005) was used to collect and organise the 
stories, provide structure and showcase skills and experience (Greenberg, 2004) 
pertaining to biographically relevant event-stories (Bohn, 2010; Pasupathi & Weeks, 
2010). Artefacts were accumulated in the portfolio as narrative artefacts. These were 
based on experiences either intentional or unintentional, older, more recent, or 
planned for the future but recognised by participants as significant, possibly 
epiphanous (Denzin, 1989). Examples given to the participants about possible 
sources of artefacts included blogs, photos, videos, biographical sketches, 
autobiographical comment, significant objects, maps of important places, email, 
YouTube, songs, local cultural and family knowledge, personal strengths and 
abilities, poetry, paintings, genealogical charts, and drawings. These represented 
different ways of recording and documenting what passed as social life (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2008). Anticipatory and vicarious experiences were also discussed as 
potentially important elements of personal narratives and possibly influential of 
future planning and motivation. It was suggested that, if relevant, they should be 
included in the portfolio.  
These experiences were to be banked as electronic self-narrative artefacts and 
organised as a searchable archive. Participants were asked to develop a non-linear 
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narrative portfolio that was not time-dependent, with modules in broad categories 
with scroll down sub-categories that could be stored electronically (Harper, 2008). 
Participants were asked to categorise themes, much like the chapters in a book, “in 
fact the organisation of the material invites participants and researcher to ask new 
questions and to investigate new lines of reasoning” (p. 191). Harper explains that 
the idea is to champion the project-in-progress by way of an evolving electronic 
portfolio, much like an emerging visual anthropology, the organisation of which may 
itself be relevant to identity construction. There was the possibility of an advanced 
interactivity within the electronic site as a way of allowing for novel interactions 
between the various visual narrative elements.  
The final choice of items was to reveal what each participant recognised as 
influential for transition planning. Whilst participants may have chosen the same 
experiences to bank, they banked them differently and described the influence that 
they had on their destination planning differently. Over the 12 months of the 
research, participants were asked to explore deeper and increasingly complex 
associations and connections (meanings) behind these artefacts through self-
reflection, interviews, focus groups, and peer feedback and then scribed single-event 
biographical stories based on them, followed by a grand exit narrative as the final 
exposition of the interconnectivity between them. The influence of the electronic 
portfolio is discussed in detail in Chapter 6. 
4.6.4 Audiotaped sessions 
There were three audiotaped sessions for each participant, one group session, a one-
on-one interview with me, and the final spoken exit narrative. The group and one-on-
one interviews (audiotaped and transcribed) acted as both a resource for other 
participants and me (for the interpretation of each participant’s story), and as a 
stimulus for me for further questioning during later participant interviews. The group 
session in particular allowed me to begin modelling the relationship between 
vocational options and influencing circumstance for each participant (see Chapter 5), 
a model used to great effect for the one-on-one interviews. Both the group and one-
on-one interviews were open-ended (to encourage unsolicited issues or discussion) 
and not timed, but with a pre-determined structure of inquiry that was known only to 
me. Each of the participants were asked the same questions in the group discussions 
with the other participants listening, asking questions, and giving feedback to each 
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participant at any time during the session. Each participant was asked the same base 
questions during the one-on-one interviews. The final audiotaped (exit) narrative 
consisted of an uninterrupted spoken presentation, sometimes supported by other 
media, and the participants and I asked unscripted questions at the end of each 
presentation. 
The purpose of the group and one-on-one sessions was threefold: to elicit and 
develop relevant vocational event-stories (small stories) to support their inclusion in 
the portfolio; as support for storying the final exit narrative; and thirdly, to gather 
evidence regarding each participant’s natal background, the latter having an 
important connection with Archer’s (2003, 2012) modes of reflexivity and further 
developed in Chapters 5 and 6. The stimulus used to expose these elements was 
open-ended discussion, but with guided questioning (see below, for example), to 
assist the participant’s self-understanding and to guide storying. These were semi-
structured interviews that enabled me to follow a line of questioning as topics of 
interest were introduced. Brickmann and Kvale (2009) describe these semi-structured 
interviews as “an interview with a purpose of obtaining descriptions of the life world 
of the interviewee in order to interpret the meaning of the described phenomena” 
(p. 3). Spathis (2014) explains that these interviews generate detailed stories of 
experience and help the interviewee to decide what the researcher needs to know 
“and where to draw the boundaries around the topics the researcher raises” (p. 99).  
“Tell me about where you have lived and which schools you went to as you 
were growing up.”  
“Explain to me the types of jobs you imagined yourself doing as far back as you 
can remember.”  
“What influenced your thinking about these jobs?”  
“You mentioned earlier that … was a significant influence on your thinking. 
Tell me more about this.”  
“How did you manage to decide between … and …, since both were real 
options leading into your final year of schooling?” 
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4.6.5 The role of the group  
Group dialogue was used to build richness into personal narratives. The portfolio was 
a tool, a temporary holding ground for identity-construction data, a “working-
memory” in which connections, associations, and the depths of meanings associated 
with the artefacts could be tested later by the self and others in group and one-on-one 
interviews. The portfolio was designed to encourage regular, co-generative, 
reflexive, dialogical negotiation (Austin, 2005; Denzin & Lincoln, 2008) whereby 
connections and meaning were validated and authenticated by the participants 
themselves, the group, and the researcher before being finally storied. The group 
sessions, made up of listeners and participants, were specifically designed to help 
construct deeper personal meaning from the individual’s categorised portfolio 
experiences.  
Harper (2008) commends group reflexivity, wherein the depth of 
understanding about personal artefacts can be probed, refined, and even rehearsed in 
small groups to the point where there is a collaborative community approach to 
narrative building. The group becomes immersed in the process of refining meaning 
to the point where experiences are either validated and included into personal 
narrative repertoires or rejected for the purposes of identity development (Ibarra & 
Barbulescu, 2010). Rhymes (2003) says that narratives are elicited and sustained 
through surrounding talk and that much of the content and quality of the narrative 
does not have to do with the intrinsic characteristics of the narrator; it can be 
contingent on who is listening. Chapter 2 expanded on the significance of “listening” 
for the co-construction of individual stories. Narratives benefit from collaboration 
and co-authorship, and “interlocutors may elicit or provide information or 
perspectives on the events under narration, affirming or challenging the prevailing 
storyline” (Ochs & Capps, 2001, pp. 32–33).  
Groups provide a framework, not just for the researcher to analyse for 
participant reflexivity but also for the participants (and the other members of the 
group) to use to analyse and reanalyse their own narrative fragments for meaning. As 
well as the participants looking inwardly and outwardly, and backwards and 
forwards in relation to their own stories, others are asked to listen and give feedback 
in ways that help the participant (and the researcher) respond and “see other 
meanings that might lead to further retelling” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 60). 
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This recursiveness is relevant methodologically within the narrative inquiry space, 
magnifying the opportunities for understanding and helping to exhume meaning for 
future action. This recursive search for meaning exhausted itself, in this research, 
with the telling of the final exit narrative. 
4.7 PROCEDURE AND TIMELINE 
The original procedure was intended to include three one-on-one interviews and two 
group sessions over a period of 18 months prior to participants drawing their final 
narrative together. This procedure proved to be too time consuming for students in 
their final two years of schooling, and indeed proved to be unnecessary for the 
purposes of data collection. The procedure was modified to include, over a 12-month 
period, two group sessions (the first one audiotaped and transcribed), a single one-
on-one interview (audiotaped and transcribed), and a final spoken self-narrative 
(audiotaped and transcribed). The second group session was unplanned and not 
audiotaped and was instigated to get feedback and provide group discussion about 
the extent of participant involvement in the e-portfolio, which at that point was 
minimal. 
August 2013 
Participants were selected for the research. They were made aware of the concept of 
narrative vocational identity, and the process this research intended to use to achieve 
it. 
August 2013  
The MSCI inventory (McMahon et al., 2005) was completed. Participants 
represented diagrammatically the factors identified as influencing their current career 
decisions. This was an exercise to introduce the language of vocation and career and 
to educate participants about potential influencers. Whilst this is recognised as a 
relevant introductory step for the research, the results are not included as part of the 
data set.  
August 2013–November 2014 
Participants were asked to create a web-based personal account at https://linoit.com 
to set up an electronic portfolio. This account was password-protected and the 
passwords were given to the researcher to allow them to be viewed at any time. Time 
was set aside for participants to populate their e-portfolio with artefacts and short 
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stories stored or organised as visual narrative elements. Participants were asked to 
story and “bank” the individual events that they agreed were of biographical 
relevance and were asked to record and attach any reflections to these elements. It 
was explained to participants that the original versions of the stories were to be kept 
and new versions written alongside for comparison as the research progressed. 
Participants were asked to record with these stories any elements of reflexive 
significance that could be recalled at the time when the elements were storied. The 
main purpose of the portfolio was to provide stimulus material for the participants for 
the one-on-one and group interviews. The organisation of the portfolio was to be 
analysed as a basis for discussion in the research. 
March 2014 
Group session. The 10 participants were divided into two smaller groups so that 
there were two group sessions but only one for each participant. This was done to 
make group discussion more intimate and also to make it easier for audiotaped 
transcription. Individuals, in turn, presented their single-event stories about 
influences relevant to their vocational selves and received feedback. Each participant 
answered questions from the group and the researcher about their stories and was 
given further insight into the depth of their stories and meaning derived from it by 
other members of the group. The session provided an opportunity for stories to be 
validated and authenticated. The session provided an opportunity for the e-portfolio 
repertoire to be updated and artefacts to be re-storied as a result of the session. The 
session was audiotaped and transcribed for later analysis. I noted any significant 
reflections about the process. Instructions were given for participants to continue to 
update their e-portfolios in the lead-up to their one-on-one interviews in July. 
July 2014 
Audiotaped one-on-one interviews were conducted based on the participants’ short 
stories understood as relevant for further discussion. These stories were to be based 
on the artefacts represented in the e-portfolio. Participants were encouraged to talk 
about their involvement and engagement with the e-portfolio. Each participant was 
presented with a visual model of the researcher’s understanding of the relationship 
between vocational options and influential circumstance (see Chapter 5) derived 
from the discussions in the March group session as a stimulus and focus for this 
interview. Participants were then invited to update their portfolio based on the 
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interview, and encouraged to update their portfolio continuously until the 
presentation of the final narrative. Discussion was entered into regarding the 
formulation of their exit narrative, noted to be an oral presentation to the group in 
October. 
August 2014 
Group Session. This (emergency) session was initiated for all 10 participants to 
discuss their progress with the e-portfolio. It had been noted at the one-on-one 
interviews that little progress had been made regarding the visual representation of 
participants’ vocationally relevant short stories. Participants were encouraged to talk 
about their involvement with the portfolio as a means of stimulating the whole group 
to be more involved in this way. Considerable resistance was noted in this regard 
from all members of the group. This session was not audiotaped or used for the data 
set for analysis. My reflections on this group session are presented in the research 
discussion (Chapter 6). 
August–October 2014 
Time was set aside to refine repertoire elements banked in the portfolio and 
introduced in the earlier group session and one-on-one interviews. Elements of the 
final story were to be reasoned together for the final narrative. This narrative was 
prepared without any input from me, other than a broad outline as to how it might 
proceed. Participants were invited to tell their story in whatever way they were 
comfortable. The only stipulation was that it had to be a story delivered as an oral 
presentation in real time (not video-taped). The story could be supported by any 
other visual material. 
October 2014 
The exit narrative. This was an oral presentation to other members of the participant 
group and me. One student was uncomfortable presenting in front of the group and 
so he presented his final narrative to me independently from the group. His session 
was also audiotaped. The length of the presentations varied, and unscripted questions 
were asked of the participants at the end of their presentations. There were three final 
oral sessions in total, each audiotaped and later transcribed. Two sessions accounted 
for nine participants and the third session was for the single participant. Each 
participant spoke and answered questions for about 25 minutes, although the times 
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varied. The purpose of the three sessions was to keep the group size smaller (5, 4, 
and 1) and the session length shorter. As it was, each session ran for about two hours. 
4.8 ANALYSIS OF THE DATA 
Vocational autobiographies - “grand self-narratives”—were constructed over time 
from accumulated smaller biographical stories reasoned together by each participant 
during data collection. The data collected represented both the process of narrative 
construction (unwittingly) and the outcome of this process—identity construction. I 
was both an observer and a participant during this time. These grand narratives were 
representative of each individual’s vocational identity, and data were analysed 
thematically, primarily to expose the way in which participants utilised reflexivity, 
particularly “internal conversation”, for this construction. However, in an unplanned 
way their stories also laid open the dynamics of narrative (vocational) identity 
construction. By re-writing participant stories to emphasise reflexive contribution, I 
was “obliged” to acknowledge the efforts of participants on their own behalf 
regarding the dynamic construction of their narrative in the way they wove 
complexity into a simple chronological list of occupational choices by means of 
emplotment and thematic consistency.  
Thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was applied to the data as a means 
of providing flexible, rich, complex, and detailed accounts of the data, a method that 
gave me the freedom to search for emerging themes (deduction) as well as identify 
known theoretical constructs (induction) within the data. Braun and Clarke (2006) 
outline six phases for thematic analysis.  
 Familiarisation with the data—transcribing reading and re-reading and 
noting down initial ideas relating to career and influence. 
 Generating initial codes—coding interesting features in systematic fashion, 
applying themes already identified from the literature.  
 Reviewing themes—checking the themes work in relation to coded 
extracts and the entire data set.  
 Generating a thematic map of the analysis.  
 Refining the specifics of each theme, and the story the analysis tells.  
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 And lastly, producing the report—selection of vivid, compelling extract 
examples and final analysis of selected extracts relating back to the 
research questions, and producing a scholarly report of the analysis.  
Analysis using this staged process proceeded in two ways. Firstly, I devised an 
analytical framework based on the work of Archer (2003, 2012) that provided 
thematic cues and language triggers to pinpoint reflexive elements indicative of 
“internal conversation” (Table 4.1) and mode and stance (Table 4.2).  
Table 4.1: Analytical framework for reflexive elements: Identifying evidence of Archer’s 
personal reflexive elements in the data 
Reflexive Elements Thematic Cues: Reflexive 
Mental Activities 
Language Triggers 
Archer’s three 
personal reflexive 
elements indicative 
of the presence of 
internal 
conversation. 
The ability to: 
discriminate: define 
concerns, 
identify choices 
deliberate: 
make discretionary 
judgements 
dedicate: 
take action 
make decisions 
make plans 
 Planning 
 Rehearsing 
 Mulling over 
 Deciding 
 Prioritising 
 Imagining 
 Clarifying 
 Imaginary 
conversation 
 Budgeting 
 Re-living 
 Compromising 
 Positioning 
 Justifying 
 Applying 
 Weighing up gains and losses 
and selectively optimising 
outcomes through compromise 
 Debating what to do, what’s 
for the best 
 Comparison/contrast words 
used to weigh up options 
 Misjudging, admitting 
mistakes 
 Evaluative statements to get at 
how judgements are made 
 What would happen if …? 
 Sorting out what you think 
about some issue 
 Language of cause and effect, 
and action verbs to examine 
actions they have taken 
Research question answered: What is the significance of reflexivity, in particular the elements of 
internal conversation, in relation to the construction of adolescents’ autobiographical vocational 
identity and future planning? 
Source: Archer, 2003 
  
 Chapter 4: The Research Design  106 
Table 4.2: Analytical framework used to uncover evidence of Archer's reflexive mode and 
stance 
Modality/stance Thematic cues Language triggers 
Communicative—
evasive 
 Way of life is in no way dependent 
upon a change in social position 
 Unproblematic dovetailing of concerns 
with courses of action but enablements 
remain unexercised 
 Social immobility 
 Contextual continuity with natal 
background 
 Clear evidence of a desire to 
maintain the status quo 
 Evidence of self-doubt in 
interviews 
 Evidence of the need to 
check with family and friends 
before making commitments 
 Active agents 
Autonomous—
strategic 
 Initial unstable natal context 
 Unproblematic dovetailing of concerns 
with courses of action 
 Contextual discontinuity 
 Evidence of upward mobility 
 Competitive language of self-
promotion 
 Clear evidence of a desire for 
change 
 Action words describing 
desire for change 
 Active agency 
Meta-reflexive —
subversive 
 Contextual incongruity—evident when 
“autonomous” strategic decisions are 
weighed up against social 
unpredictability and incalculability, 
leading to… 
 Problematic dovetailing of concerns 
with courses of action 
 There is always (eventually) something, 
if not many things, that they find 
wanting, which generally impedes the 
full expression of who they want to be. 
 Social or lateral volatility. May move 
“backwards” or sideways initially in 
order to go forward later on. 
 Interview style with false 
starts often withdrawing into 
self-interrogation 
 Process of matching self-
conceptions with external 
circumstances and courses of 
action is fraught with 
problems 
 Active agents 
Fractured  Lack of personal identity 
 No stance towards society 
 No decision-making 
 Problematic dovetailing of concerns 
with courses of action 
 Passivity 
 
 Words that indicate 
emotional distress, confusion, 
misery, frustration 
 Disorientation to future work 
or training 
 Words denoting criticism of 
self or society 
Research question answered: What differences are identifiable in the reflexive dialogue in relation to 
modes of internal conversation and stances towards society? 
Source: Archer 2003, 2012 
It was expected that these elements would be identifiable in the data, and the 
first three stages of thematic analysis above were applied to the data using this 
framework. At this point a check was made to ensure that identified extracts from the 
data were properly coded for these cues, themes, and language triggers. This was 
inductive analysis or matching data to known theoretical constructs. For example, 
extracts from the data were checked and matched against the following language 
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triggers listed in Table 4.1: planning (the day, the week or much longer ahead); 
rehearsing (practising what you will say or do); mulling over (dwelling on a 
problem, a situation or a relationship); deciding (debating what to do, what is for the 
best; re-living (some event period or relationship); prioritising (working out what 
matters most, next, or at all to you); imagining (the future, including “what would 
happen if …?”); clarifying (sorting out what you think about some issue, person, or 
problem); imaginary conversation (held with people known to you or whom you 
know of); and budgeting (estimating whether or not you can afford to do something 
in terms of money, time or effort. Appendices 2 and 3 provide visual evidence of this 
initial coding of the data. 
Secondly, the last three stages of the analytical process (generating a thematic 
map of the analysis, defining the story the analysis tells, and writing a scholarly 
report of the analysis with compelling extracts from the data) are represented as the 
participant stories re-told by me (see Chapter 5). The purpose of this was to reveal 
not only evidence of internal conversation, mode and stance but also, coincidentally 
and serendipitously, evidence of self-making (dispositions, commitments and values 
likely to be persistent) and the dynamics of narrative construction. In this latter 
regard, identity narratives revealed the efforts of each participant, in turn, to be his or 
her own “actor”, “agent”, and “author” (Savickas, 2013b). Savickas’s agent added to 
the actors’ simple story of the arrangement of jobs into a sequence, by adding 
emplotment—meaning explanations using small stories about why occupational 
choices were made “by raising some facts of prominence and adding connections 
within the occupational sequence” (p. 164). I modelled this emplotment for each 
participant as the “relationship between vocational options and circumstance” (see 
Chapter 5 at the beginning of each participant story). Savickas’s “author” adds 
complexity to the plot through repetition of an implicit theme allowing the person to 
author deeper private meaning; “cumulating incidents and insights into an abstract 
theme thickens the plot and amplifies larger meanings” (p. 164). Savickas says that 
themes as the carrier of meaning exemplify an overarching narrative thread “that 
extends through the entire macronarrative” and addresses “individual preoccupations 
and solves their problems (p. 166). Giddens (1991) explains that the theme keeps the 
narrative going by continually integrating (new) events and pulling them into the 
plot.  
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In these ways my analysis was able to show:  
 reflexive elements that matched the participant to “internal conversation”, 
mode, and stance;  
 self-making and associated cognitive and language-based adaptabilities 
required for its construction (self-consciousness, narratability, and 
autobiographical reasoning, for example); and  
 the dynamics of narrative career construction.  
Within the re-told stories of participant narratives I endeavoured to maintain 
the participant sequence of occupational choices, specific efforts at emplotment 
through smaller stories, and the thematic patterns woven through the story. In short, 
my re-interpretation made every effort to retain the integrity of the participant’s 
narrative identity. I acknowledge the participant’s story and my re-told interpretation 
as a double hermeneutic. While each interpretation is not infallible, such an approach 
did allow for both the participant and me to indulge in interpretations that were both 
pragmatic and realist—the former looking for superficial constructions based on 
known and observable phenomena and the latter for deeper meanings “hidden” 
behind the actions of “agents” and “authors”.  
Whilst progressing participant stories during data collection and during the 
analysis and re-interpretation of participant stories, I also engaged in transformative 
reflection. This reflexive engagement has been made evident with red dialogue boxes 
in some of the participant re-told stories (see Chapter 5). Much of this internal 
conversation was meta-reflexive (Archer, 2003) in that the conversation was a kind 
of self-questioning that checked for bias to ensure that I was making a fair 
interpretation on behalf of the participant and not just on behalf of the research 
objectives. Such comment was only made if the conversations were reflections that 
were transformative of my thinking—that is, were truly reflexive. Furthermore, I 
acknowledge the process of “research supervision” as reflexive and co-generative for 
understanding. My supervision involved critical external discussion and reflection 
providing feedback in real time about my evolving story, the result of which was 
transformative of understanding for both parties, either instantly or over some time. 
Either way, any substantive transformation in thinking and action would be the result 
of deliberative conversation. In this way my supervision mirrored the co-generative 
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relationship in this research between researcher and participant (and between 
participants) to do with the evolution of each of their stories.  
Data analysis endeavoured to meet evaluative standards for qualitative research 
as suggested by Atweh (2007) and Morrow (2005). The data were collected in the 
field and analysed under conditions intended to satisfy:  
 effectiveness (real data collected in the field);  
 internal validity (engagement over 12 months, persistent and thorough 
observation, an allowance for negative case studies to increase diversity, 
triangulation from interviews and stories, and back checking the data with 
participants);  
 transferability (thick descriptions of data);  
 confirmability (analysis grounded in data, systematic documentation, peer 
checking, an audit trail of procedures and results);  
 authenticity (fairness through canvassing a wide range of views, 
ontological and educative authenticity by meeting with participants at the 
end of the research about increased knowledge in the area of identity and 
knowledge of others, and tactical authenticity through improvements in 
future discretionary action); and  
 reflexivity (Atweh, 2007), whereby there is a check that the procedures are 
consistent with the theoretical constructs of the research, and the report is 
self-critical.  
There were limitations to meeting the above evaluative standards. Whilst the 
data transcripts were handed back to the participants for them to check for accuracy 
and meaning prior to coding and re-interpretation, neither the coding nor the re-
interpretation of their story was checked by the participants for accuracy of meaning. 
This was because the re-told stories were not available for participant review until 12 
months after the participants had left school. The research supervisors, however, did 
offer feedback of the data and coding. This lack of triangulation with the research 
participants may have some bearing on the internal validity of the research. 
Furthermore, whilst it will be reported anecdotally that all participants were very 
pleased with the process, confirming their willingness to engage, there was no formal 
taped interview to endorse this. This may have some bearing on the authenticity of 
the research.  
 Chapter 4: The Research Design  110 
Whilst there was an opportunity to analyse the developing narratives of the 
participants for many elements—including an appreciation of individual differences 
with respect to coping strategies, problem-solving, insight, self-organisation, 
motivational themes, narrative complexity, emotional tone, “imagos” (McAdams et 
al., 2006), and role salience (McAdams, 1995)—without provenance to reflexivity, 
these elements were ignored as part of the analysis in this research. The analysis was 
limited to those reflexive elements where there was impact that illustrated 
transformative reflection (reflexivity), including, for example, instances of conscious 
intensive internal conversation involving elastication and contraction (Archer, 2003) 
in the guise of weighing up future actions and decision-making around gain and loss.  
4.9 ETHICS AND LIMITATIONS 
As well as the researcher I was also a school counsellor in the school within which 
the research was conducted. This duality of role required a number of considerations 
ethically, professionally and personally, which in turn had implications for how the 
research was conducted. I had to consider my own researcher (practical and 
emotional) needs, the ethical requirements of two institutions (the university 
responsible for my research and the school within which the research was 
conducted), and the rights of the student participants and their parents. Ultimately, 
the ethical standards achieved to meet the requirements for the university human 
research ethics committee resolved the issues related to the two institutions and the 
participants and their parents. Consent forms were drafted and approved for the 
parents and participants and appropriately signed, and a letter of approval from the 
school principal to the university, and a separate one to me, satisfied the needs of the 
committee in relation to the school’s gatekeeper role. My responsibilities within the 
school setting to both the school and the participants were clearly set out for me by 
the principal. 
Separating my professional role as a counsellor and that of researcher in the 
school I worked in was important but quite easily managed. In the first instance the 
principal’s letter provided some direction in this regard, but ultimately I was 
responsible for this separation of role. I ensured that none of the students had any 
direct connection with me as a counsellor from the beginning of data collection until 
the time they graduated from school. If they had counselling needs they were 
directed to the other full-time school counsellor, and any participant stress associated 
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with the research process was to be dealt with by the other counsellor. All the 
participants were volunteers—there was no pressure applied or implied in the 
selection process and none of the participant volunteers were filtered for suitability. 
The participants could withdraw at any time without penalty from the research 
project. Interviews, group sessions, and final exit narratives were all conducted 
outside of normal programmed classroom hours and times for these were negotiated 
individually to allow for the needs of each participant. The research was adjudged as 
“low risk” to the participants by the university human research ethics committee and 
it was agreed that the participants were more likely to benefit from the research 
compared to any possible harm that might result from the investigation. As a long-
serving member of staff, I was known to the participants and their parents and trusted 
in that regard. The two other counsellors in the school met my emotional needs 
throughout the project and my researcher needs were met within the scope of regular 
supervision.  
Any information received and any documentation kept was treated as 
confidential. The audiotapes and transcripts were stored electronically and password-
protected. Any hard copies of transcripts were kept locked in the researcher’s room 
and handled by the researcher only until destroyed. Participant transcripts were 
coded by a different name (not the participants’ student identification numbers). The 
identities of the participants were not revealed to other teachers, students, or parents, 
and any reference to participant background, particularly to do with schooling and 
places to do with early upbringing, for example in Chapter 5, was fictitious. As there 
was a potential risk involving the security of personal information revealed within 
the contents of the online portfolio, participants were asked not to share this online 
information. All the e-portfolios were password-protected. Only the researcher had a 
list of passwords and they were, in turn, password-protected.  
The nature of the research suggested that students were at low risk of exposure 
to any psychological harm. Allied to this was the anticipated difficulty that students 
would face interpreting their private internal conversations, and the possibility that 
participants might not be comfortable revealing themselves to the researcher and to 
the other participants. This was discussed with the participants prior to, and during, 
the data-collection phase. They were asked to reveal only those personal details they 
were comfortable discussing with the group and the researcher. The school agreed to 
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the research before any potential participants were approached, at which time 
students identified themselves as volunteers and then gave written consent, along 
with their parents, after they had received a full outline of the research design and 
participation requirements in terms of time and intellectual commitment. This was 
not a collaborative project and data were not shared. The raw data were destroyed at 
the end of the research and no student was identifiable from the research text.  
As this study was conducted over 12 months, there was the possibility that 
students would lose interest and motivation. Year 12 is also an academically 
challenging time, and there was concern that participants might not have the time or 
the “cognitive space” to participate as requested as the final year progressed. This 
required level of commitment was managed on an individual basis as the research 
progressed, and was balanced against the potential benefits to the participants in 
relation to transition success as a result of their involvement. Six students did 
withdraw from the research after giving their written consent to participate, leading 
to some concern that fewer participants could threaten the trustworthiness of the 
findings. Ten students participated for the duration of the study. 
In summary  
This chapter describes the research design and its provenance with the theoretical 
context developed in Chapter 3, and its relevant connection with narrative inquiry 
methodology. Constructs from CCT (Savickas, 2002a, 2012) and reflexivity theory 
(Archer, 2003, 2012) are partnered with a narrative method and inquiry methodology 
to generate sufficient data, when analysed, to provide answers regarding the 
significance of reflexive dialogue, amongst other things. Care was taken with the 
research design to ensure that the three paradigms emerging from the relevant 
theories of Archer and Savickas were compatible with each other within the narrative 
inquiry space. Constructionism, constructivism, and critical realism, despite their 
paradigmatic differences, are appropriately matched for an interpretive, hermeneutic, 
language-based inquiry.  
The research design does have some boundary issues that put it at risk. The 
data were collected from one school, from one schooling sector, involving one 
gender and only ten students. The results, therefore, are likely to be more generative 
of vocational practice and research possibilities, than generalizable. The extent to 
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which participants were prepared to, and had the time to, be involved in complex 
data gathering had implications for my research design.  
The next chapter represents Braun and Clarke’s (2006) last three stages of 
thematic analysis in the form of a report for each participant, a re-told story, a re-
interpretation of the sum of each participant’s story educed from the coded analysis 
of these stories, now rewritten with an emphasis on the elements that support how 
participants utilised reflexivity, in what ways, and to what effect. This was an 
analysis by re-told story, at the same time preserving the essence of the identity of 
each participant. 
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CHAPTER 5: PARTICIPANT STORIES 
REINTERPRETED 
This chapter tells the story of each participant as re-told by the researcher. This 
reinterpretation arises from the coded analysis of the data set of each participant, and 
is designed to emphasise the reflexive content as a way of exhuming evidence to 
address the research questions. These stories are developed from the participant 
audiotaped sessions and e-portfolios and some contain reflexive insights from the 
researcher, in red. These insights are only included if the researcher thought them 
sufficiently transformative of his thinking about process and the research questions. 
Each re-told story is discussed in summary and a model of the factors influencing the 
development of each participant’s critical vocational identity is included. 
5.1 DARCY 
Figure 5.1: Darcy’s background story 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Accepted Bachelor of Arts, UQ. 
Parents lived in Bindi, Brisbane. His parents moved to Castleton just prior to 
Darcy’s birth. Darcy has lived in the same 
house since birth and has only experienced 
two schools from Years 1–12. Darcy’s 
parents lived locally prior to his birth in a 
neighbouring suburb. Family are close by. Forest State School Years 1–3. 
Linwood Years 4–12 
Linwood Junior School only started in Year 4 at this time. Linwood 
represents a strong moral and ethical framework consistent with family 
values and the high-level academic qualifications of Darcy’s parents. The 
school operates on a structured, hierarchical class system (Houses with 
vertical integration of year levels from Year 7 to Year 12 and House 
Captains and School Prefects), consistent with Darcy’s needs. Academic, 
sporting and cultural success is highly prized and, along with family 
background, is a strong contributor to vocational identity. 
Despite a strong interest in the armed forces, 
pressure brought to bear from his parents 
about their concern for his safety, and their 
support for the relatively safer (closer to 
home?) proposition of the police service has 
led him to accept an offer for an arts degree at 
a university very close to home. 
School-based activities: Rugby 4 years; Robotics; 
Music 4 years—violin, baritone voice; ISCF 3 
years; AFL 2 years; Red Shield Appeal, Service 
Award, Country Service, 40 Hour Famine, 
Mentor; Rowing 3 years. 
  
Chapter 5: Participant Stories Reinterpreted 115 
Figure 5.2: Relationship between Darcy’s vocational options and circumstances 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
From Year 3—love of history, world wars, 
museums, antique stores. 
Most school holidays with cousins on uncle’s 
property. Loves animals.  
Inquisitive about human nature—enjoys 
watching people; attaches importance to 
following the rules and maintaining the law. 
Link with law—father lawyer, mother 
worked for a law firm, brother studying law 
at university; resisted law despite family 
pressure. Feels it is important to follow the 
rules and to have rule keepers. Inquisitive 
about people’s motivation to adhere to, or 
break, the law. 
Rode bikes on the property, so cousins 
suggested motorcycle police. 
Military police—similar sort of discipline to 
general policing; recruitment talk at school 
about the army; uncle and large part of the 
family in the army; brother in the army 
reserve. Brother’s SAS book significant. 
Father not keen on the army.  
Historian 
Outback property 
owner 
General 
policing 
Motorcycle 
police 
Army 
Military 
police 
Geology 
B Arts—UQ Police Dog Squad 
Big on sports and physical activity—not 
interested in a desk job and ‘not bright enough 
to study law’; needs structure, order and 
routine. Likes fast paced, edgy, risky, quick 
response; values a hierarchical job stream; 
grew up wanting to be respected, and 
respecting rules - ‘try to be the responsible one 
and be disciplined’. 
Mother pinned an article on the wall at home 
about a female police officer in the police dog 
squad. Loves dogs. 
Police Dog 
Squad 
History 
teacher 
Criminology 
University 
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Darcy’s vocational self-story, developed over 12 months, is infused with 
internal conversations involving what Archer (2003) calls a “dialogical scheme”. 
This scheme entails the personal reflexive elements of discernment, deliberation, and 
dedication and is used as a personal power to mediate the influence of novel 
circumstance on the matching of “thought options” with concrete pathway decisions. 
Not only does Darcy employ this personal dialogical power to help determine a 
specific vocational course of action but the reflexive mode he employs to effect the 
discretionary outcome seems to shift over the course of the research.  
Archer’s (2003) Internal Conversation 
Indicator (ICONI), administered just prior to the 
collection of data, assessed Darcy as having no 
dominant reflexive mode and gave him almost 
equal scores on all four measured reflexive styles: 
communicative, autonomous, meta-reflexive, and 
fractured. His fractured score (3¼) was very 
close to the score of 4, which, according to 
Archer (2008), required a mandatory assessment 
as fractured, irrespective of the other scores. His 
other scores were: communicative 5⅓, autonomous 5, and meta-reflexive 5⅔. Whilst 
Darcy seemed unsure in early interviews of his ability to tell a rich and cohesive final 
self-story due to what he called “wishy washy” thinking (i.e. unstructured and 
complicated), his final panel presentation gave a clear indication that the process of 
vocational identification through narrative had moved him away from unstructured 
towards cohesive, and away from fractured towards meta-reflexive dominance.  
This suggests that reflexive modes are not fixed. Significant vocational 
transitions may necessarily involve a shift from a reflexive style that is more passive 
and fractured to one with more active agency and smoother dovetailing of concerns 
with courses of action (Archer, 2003), as subjects use internal evaluation, sorting, 
comparing, and weighing up to practise their ability to mediate the influence of 
circumstances on their options. They test their personal powers; they role-play, using 
Archer’s (2003) dialogical schema to match thought options; and they favour one 
vocational outcome over others.  
 
 
0
2
4
6
Darcy ICONI scores
Communicative Autonomous
Meta-reflexive Fractured
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The conjunction between this personal reflexive power (the internal 
conversation) and Savickas’s (2002a) second career development stage, exploration, 
is when sophisticated identity-building occurs. Reflexivity and the personal cognitive 
and language-based skills involved in Savickas’s (2002a) exploration stage are 
adaptive abilities and personal resources that are performed better in some than 
others. Their frequency can be expected to increase as individuals move towards and 
through significant transitions. Evidence of both was captured in Darcy’s vocational 
stories—firstly, in the form of reflexive mental activities (planning, rehearsing, 
mulling over, prioritising, re-living) and specific language triggers (language of 
cause and effect, what-would-happen-if comparison and contrast words used to 
weigh up options), and secondly, as “credible vocational options” chosen based on 
matching jobs with self-conceptions (exploration).  
The conjunction between the individual’s dispositions and commitments, 
narrative skills, researched vocational options, and novel circumstances in Savickas’s 
exploration stage sufficiently concretises vocational self-conceptions and self-
understanding to formulate a vocational identity. Identity “falls out” of this self-
making. As a result of this identity formulation, individuals derive sufficient meaning 
and sense of what matters to them vocationally to then mediate the (possible) 
impingement of their situation on researched vocational options in order to choose 
the one that’s best for them. Personal narrative (language) skills, including 
reflexivity, help to formulate identity—but it is reflexive internal conversation, 
according to Archer (2003, 2012, 2014b) that intervenes to weigh up the best option.  
Darcy’s best reflexively derived transitional “bet” (the Police Dog Squad) was 
captured in his narrative identity. The intersection of his self-conceptions, novel 
circumstance, meaning, and a sense of what matters, as well as his personal narrative 
skills (including reflexive internal conversations), is evident in his narrated 
vocational autobiography as identity. Whilst this represented an imagined future he 
could live with, and the process of having made a choice could be celebrated as a 
triumph of his personal resourcefulness, only time will tell if this decision was 
adaptive.  
Necessarily some vocational options did not persist or survive ongoing scrutiny 
over time. As Darcy’s values, attitudes, and novel circumstances changed, so did his 
vocational self-perceptions and necessarily his commitment to particular 
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discretionary outcomes. Each vocational decision was the best adaptive “fit” at the 
time. “Outback property owner” only survived as long as it passed Archer’s (2003) 
deliberative scrutiny in its own right, as well as the light of other possible options 
(for example, “Historian”) that were “on the table” at the same time.  
As options failed this deliberative process of intrapersonal (and interpersonal) 
scrutiny, so they were passed over in favour of another option that positioned Darcy 
with more gains than losses during this reflexive budgeting. For most young people 
many possibilities will likely be fleeting, and personal reflexive powers may not even 
be exercised to weigh up or debate through internal conversation about what to do or 
what’s for the best.  
In Darcy’s historical sequence of 
vocational choices, mapped against his 
novel circumstances and displayed in 
Figure 5.2 above, the relative lengths of 
the arrows show the amount of time that 
Darcy continued to hold the possibility 
of that pathway as a viable option. This 
diagram confirms that he had a number 
of possible modi vivendi (Archer, 2003), 
or occupational niches (Savickas, 2002a, 
2005), in mind simultaneously before 
eventually deciding on a role with the 
police dog squad. 
Historian, history teacher, and 
variations in general and military 
policing in some guise (motorcycle 
police, dog squad, and military police) 
were held in parallel competition with 
each other whilst he deliberated about 
which one was the best. Whilst policing in its various guises held promise for longer 
periods, outback property owner and geologist did not, but their presence in Darcy’s 
self-story was thematically consistent and no less important. “Outback property 
owner” revealed Darcy’s love of animals: 
Modelling natal background and schooling 
history, and novel circumstance against 
pathways decisions—as a first step towards 
understanding each participant’s journey 
towards vocational identification—proved to 
be influential for this research. The process of 
designing a visual model, particularly in the 
case of novel circumstance against pathways, 
provided an invaluable tool for assimilating the 
temporal aspects of the journey, and creating 
meaning around why and how choices were 
made about different vocational options.  
The diagrams were my version of a portfolio of 
artefacts. Their construction, deconstruction, 
and subsequent reconstruction over time 
proved to be seminal with regard to my ability 
to tell each story and place emphasis on 
different aspects of it. Each of the 
circumstances exhumed from interviews and 
final narratives had to be chosen by me as 
sufficiently novel to be included as a relevant 
“artefact” for the diagram (my portfolio), and 
then re-selected as sufficiently significant to be 
included in my participant re-story in the 
research report. The integrity of each story 
became more evident as the diagram 
developed, and with that, the clarity of the 
story I was to re-tell. 
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I’ve just been around them my whole life so it just feels natural to have them 
throughout your whole life—just to be with animals.  
He was drawn to animals, particularly dogs. This was a love affair significant 
for its impact on the final pathways decision, but the words used to describe it 
already began to expose the impact that “trusted others” would have on Darcy’s 
decision-making, particularly his father: 
When I was growing up, I always – most holidays, I’d go to my cousin’s 
property, about nine hours west of Brisbane, near Cunnamulla. And that’s 
where I found my love of the land and respect of animals and awe of how our 
world was. My love for animals still is part of me today, as I would love to get a 
pet, except I’m not able to as Dad’s not fond of them.  
And later: 
I think because I’ve always liked dogs but never been able to have one in our 
house because Dad is not very fond of them, but always growing up around 
them as my whole neighbourhood is full of dogs, I’ve just always thought of the 
idea of looking after a dog and I thought being able to look after one and work 
with one would be a great way to live. 
The idea of becoming a geologist was similarly short-lived but important 
because it meant that Darcy had to take a stance on whether or not to go to university 
immediately after school. His narrative conversation in this regard showcases the 
significance of Archer’s (2003, 2012) deliberative mental activity:  
I realised that … for me to join the police force I need to wait another year once 
I finish school. So I was thinking of possibly even going to university and 
studying—maybe even geology at university, if I could, because earth science is 
my best subject and I just enjoy that kind of thing as well.  
Yet soon after, university is no longer an option: 
Because I’ve been at school for the past 12 years of my life, I just want to get 
out and actually do something now.  
And:  
I grew up in a law-dominated family as my dad is a lawyer, my brother is now 
studying law, and my mum used to work in a law firm. Unlike them, I’m not 
really that bright and I don’t have the greatest attention span to be a lawyer. 
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Darcy gave the impression he was trying to break away from the family mould 
(university, law) but was finding it difficult: “I just want to get out and do something 
now.” He rationalised it on the basis that he was: “not really that bright and I don’t 
have the greatest attention span.”  
This decision about university was important, because if he didn’t go it set him 
on a collision course with the opinion of his parents (his father mostly), and other 
“trusted interlocutors” (adult family and adult friends of the family), who favoured 
university (law, criminology, arts) over direct entry into the armed forces out of 
school. His internal deliberations were intense. Ultimately, the decision to apply to 
university courses through QTAC was a compromise, a justification, an example of 
weighing up and compromising, and a prime example of Archer’s (2012) “reflexive 
elastication”:  
And recently I put in my QTAC preferences and the first four of them were all 
law orientated, ranging from, as number one preference, justice studies at QUT 
down to arts at UQ where you can major in criminology. And I found that’s sort 
of a step towards going to the police.  
Darcy had a number of vocational outcomes worthy of consideration, many of 
which were discerned from direct or indirect conversations with respected others. 
These options then required the conscious application of his personal deliberative 
powers; to make discretionary judgements; to selectively optimise outcomes (Baltes 
& Baltes, 1990); and to weigh up all the mitigating factors about the worthiness of 
each option in the light of imagined constraining and enabling circumstances 
(Archer, 2003), including his personal views, motivations, and emotions, before a 
single, concrete decision could be made (police dog squad via university).  
Darcy was inquisitive about human behaviour. He enjoyed watching people 
and this inquisitiveness mirrored the importance he placed on people following the 
rules and exposed his desire to understand people’s motivation about adhering to or 
breaking the law. It was important to him to have rules and to have rule keepers. He 
himself had always tried to fit in with the law as much as he could: 
I know there were times when I haven’t really done the right thing but I have 
always tried to do my best.  
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And he drew further motivation and inspiration in this regard from his brother, 
a prefect at the same school. He drew connections between watching the carriage of 
his brother’s duties close-hand (a kind of vicarious pride drawn from watching 
school “lore” and “law” being upheld), and his desire to also make a difference in 
this regard within the community at large (policing):  
I was partly inspired by – well, my brother got prefect … I’d sometimes do 
prefect duty with him and standing there with him as he corrected people’s 
uniforms … it sounded fascinating and very interesting. And that’s what’s so far 
prompted me to join the police force.  
And:  
And I always thought that the police – because I grew up with my dad a lawyer, 
my brother around that time was a prefect here – and I just thought that the kind 
of jobs where … you are sort of, I don’t know, making sure people follow the 
rules would be really good.  
Darcy’s story of identity construction had a plot, and Darcy cast himself in the 
role of an agent who was continuous over time (Pasupathi & Weeks, 2010). That is, 
Darcy knew himself as the same person throughout this “rupture” and “reorientation” 
towards a new role (police dog squad) as his new (provisional, transitional) identity 
was internalised and then re-surfaced in story form. The evolution of his identity 
through narrative allowed him to drive the authorship (and therefore the plot) of his 
own story, prospectively (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010).  
The plot revealed Darcy as an interested spectator in lawful (or otherwise) 
human behaviour, someone who wanted to do the right thing and be the responsible 
one. He was searching for a vocation that would satisfy this inquisitiveness, but 
doing so within the bounds of certain constraints (family opinion), and certain 
enablements—for example, competent self-awareness. In this regard the police 
option surfaced early in his thinking, and motorbike riding on the property led to the 
motorcycle police, while his love of dogs migrated his thinking towards the police 
dog squad. This was fluid, logical thinking, helped along by enabling novel 
circumstances and constructive comments from others. 
Darcy’s mother encouraged him with an article pinned on the wall at home 
about a female police officer in the dog squad. The police station was only 
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100 metres away from home and police often visited the school. His father, the 
lawyer, his brother studying law at university, and his mother working for a law firm 
added contextual continuity to his “thought options”:  
I went to Sherwood State School and that’s where I first, sort of, found … an 
attraction to the police force, because probably about every two months we’d 
have a police officer come and visit us and talk to us because we lived 
100 metres away – we were 100 metres away from the police station. I always 
grew up in a law-dominated family as my dad is a lawyer, my brother is now 
studying law, and my mum used to work in a law firm. Unlike them, I’m not 
really that bright and I don’t have the greatest attention span to be a lawyer. But 
I always found law interesting. And I’ve always found that the most interesting 
part of law was the criminal part.  
Not only was there evidence within his choices of continuity within the family 
context, but also his internal deliberations (like many of Darcy’s internal 
deliberations) resonated with a temporal pervasiveness. He seemed to have been, for 
long periods, really definite about things. He “always grew up in a law-dominated 
family”, “always found the law interesting”, and “always found that the most 
interesting part of law was the criminal part … never really found the tax laws or 
contract laws very interesting.” And it goes further in that he “always found the 
world wars very interesting”, and “I knew for a very long time that I’d never be able 
to do a desk job”, and “I’ve for a long time now, whenever we go out somewhere, I 
also try to be the responsible one.” Darcy could look back over time and find 
credible self-conceptions as evidence to convince his audience (and himself), that his 
vocational deliberations were indeed reasonable. He was getting to know himself. 
It comes as no surprise that Darcy had a strong preference for the armed forces 
at the same time as he was considering general policing. The armed forces mimic life 
in the civilian police, particularly a stream that would link him with the military 
police, and furthermore, there are strong family links to the army in the same way 
that there are strong family links to the legal profession. Darcy acknowledged that 
the army required a similar sort of discipline to the civilian police, with a need to 
respect rules, and, importantly for him, had a hierarchical promotional structure 
within which he could be promoted “to make a difference”. Furthermore, given 
Darcy’s ambivalence about higher education, the army provided a pathway with 
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direct access from school. Unlike the civilian police, it did not require time at 
university or time in the workforce to accumulate life skills before entry. He had 
listened to recruitment talks at school; he had an uncle in the army and a brother in 
the army reserve. But, as is noted later, his father was not keen for his son to be in 
the armed forces.  
Darcy’s self-awareness was an important personal resource and central to his 
story’s plot. He loved dogs and was inquisitive, but he positioned these interests 
within a broader understanding of what he required in a job and what he would bring 
to a job. He was “into” sports and wanted to be physically active: 
And that’s something that drew me towards the army and the police force. The 
fact that you can be out doing something new every day and it can be physically 
draining and once you finish you can go, wow, I just did that, I’m surprised I 
did that.  
He was certain he was not bright enough for law. He required a job that 
involved structure and routine, a job that was fast paced and edgy: “I can’t really sit 
still for a long time, because I just need a thrill in my life.” He felt he needed quick 
response and an inbuilt hierarchical job stream; he wanted to be respected and to 
respect rules; and he tried to be the responsible one and be disciplined.  
And I enjoy having a thrilling life. I don’t think I’d be able – I can’t really sit 
still for a long time, because I just need a thrill in my life, which I think the 
army or the police force would be able to give me. And I sort of look at people 
and see if they’re sort of following the rules and fitting in with society. I’ve 
grown up trying to be well respected – be a well-respected individual and fitting 
into our society as it is, following rules and everything. And I kind of enjoy 
watching people doing their own thing. Like almost fitting in, but not, and 
working out why they’re doing it … For a long time now, whenever we go to go 
out somewhere, I also try and be the responsible one because that’s how I’ve 
been brought up in my family, as being as responsible as I can and act mature, 
and it always ends up me looking after other people. As if that’s what I was 
destined to do.  
The police force was no impulsive quick fix for Darcy. His thoughts in this 
regard showed purposeful intent; they conveyed agency, and he was ready for change 
and accelerating towards it. There was a cohesiveness about his story, linking options 
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with outcomes deliberatively, through imagination “I sort of look at people and see if 
they’re sort of following the rules and fitting in with society”, positioning “Because 
that’s how I’ve been brought up in my family, as being as responsible as I can and 
act mature”; and evaluation “As if that’s what I was destined to do.” 
Darcy’s story was globally cohesive (Habermas, 2010) and sensible. The 
telling of the final narrative led the listener along his credible journey of exploration 
and deliberation. Options were considered, some were rejected, but elements of them 
were retained and lived on thematically in the pathways that were retained. His 
decisions were discretionary, not arbitrary, and they came forward only after choices 
were defined and debated. Furthermore, his pathway’s progression from 8–16 years 
of age was congruent with the opinions of his “trusted interlocutors”, his natal 
context, and his self-perceptions that had crystallized from his own exploration of the 
world.  
Darcy’s self-awareness and well-developed vocational self-concept were 
necessary prerequisites for identity formation, discretionary vocational decision-
making, and career construction. A well-developed self-concept “provides a personal 
and ideographic framework for comprehending career construction” (Savickas, 
2002a, p. 161), and, importantly for Darcy, provided a platform for the 
implementation of discretionary decisions, as well as a complementary 
understanding of the continuity of the self, which is different to, but undeniably 
significant for, identity formation (Savickas, 2012). Darcy understood himself and 
was able to apply this knowledge to his internal reflections. He was also able to 
promote this self-understanding as external reflections through his narrated 
autobiographical story.  
In Savickas’s (2002a) terms, the childhood “growth stage” of Darcy’s career 
construction successfully began the development of attitudes, beliefs, ideals and 
cognitive competencies sufficient to engender a disposition towards the further 
development of these vocational self-concepts in the next (adolescent) stage of 
construction: “exploration”. As growth transitioned into exploration, and as 
childhood dispositions became more “adult”, Darcy became vocationally engaged. In 
this later adolescent phase Darcy successfully wed his private self-conceptions to a 
preferred public occupational role. His imaginings (from historian to police dog 
squad) were realised into credible vocational options in large part due to his active, 
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agentic, reflexive mediation. He was actively searching (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010; 
Josselson, 1994) for discretionary courses of action. He was a purposive agent 
(Burrow & Hill, 2011), ready to move on, and happy to tell anyone who would listen 
about his plans—he was displaying the pre-conditions required for effective 
identification (Savickas, 2002a; Schwartz, 2001). 
In relation to his concerns about this transition from secondary school, Darcy 
had been able to mediate successfully between the causal powers exercised by his 
novel context (his geo-local upbringing and his reliance on trusted interlocutors, for 
example) and his well-positioned and understood vocational self-conceptions in 
order to imagine one future from parallel, competitive options. Darcy was ready to 
move from school to the broader society (Josselson, 1994). 
Based mostly on the influence of others, Darcy’s head was “turned” in a 
number of vocational directions. His father’s forthright opinions stayed his “leap” 
into the armed forces straight out of school in preparation for the military police, 
encouraging a more gradual “slide” into general policing and the police dog squad 
via a liberal arts degree at university. Darcy listened to the input of his trusted others 
and then weighed these reasoned options against his own robust understanding of his 
strengths, and his work and ethical values—namely, his need for a job that had rules 
and that required him to follow and respect them, and also enabled him to be 
respected. This list of requirements stood as remarkably congruent with those of his 
family members. His own choices embraced family values and were based 
exclusively on the congruence he felt with these ideals and values, and advice 
received. His exploration and crystallisation of self was based on the influence of 
others, even the influence of others in book form:  
Darcy: As you said joining, not joining military, working on a property is 
influenced by my uncle and spending many days out on his property. The idea 
of joining the army came up with that talk and also my brother lent to me 
Private Mark Donaldson’s autobiography about his time in the SAS when he 
received his Victoria Cross. When I read that I thought that that’s something I 
could see myself doing eventually somewhere in life. 
Researcher: So what was it about the story that you think was influential for 
you? 
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Darcy: It just – he seemed to have lived somewhat the same style of life that I 
had, had the same sorts of feelings towards certain aspects of life and the way 
he moved through life I could see myself doing that as well. 
The how of Darcy’s “crystallisation”, “specification”, and “actualisation” 
phases in the exploration stage of career construction (Savickas, 2002a) is explained 
through his mediatory powers. Darcy had imagined a number of roles over the years 
that were a credible fit for him at the time (historian, military police, motor cycle 
cop, geologist, lawyer, and dog squad officer), but his vocational commitment to any 
one role was only actualised after scrutinising and critiquing his own internal 
dialogue, possible actions, and probable social context, and then only after the need 
for continuity with his natal context was met and confirmed through the advice of 
“trusted interlocutors”. A vocational decision was then made that would keep him in 
close contact with the interpersonal network that was continuous with it (Archer, 
2008). 
Given his current vocational decision (university, then police dog squad), 
Darcy’s personal contextual footprint over the first 20 years of his life, if he 
completes his Bachelor of Arts at university, will involve little geo-mobility. He will 
have been born, schooled, educated to degree status, and police trained all within the 
space of two or three Brisbane suburbs, and postings in the police service will take 
him no further away from home than the line bordering Queensland.  
The earlier entertained option of direct entry into the armed forces after school 
with a view to specialisation in the military police—an option that could have taken 
him around the world on active duty—was met with stern resistance from his father, 
whose position was made very clear. If it came down to a choice between the armed 
forces or local police, the police had a less risky footprint (and kept you closer to 
home):  
Yeah. The real reason I didn’t really – I don’t intend to join the army now is 
because Dad said that he’d kick me out of the house if I joined the army … 
[although] if they didn’t kill me in the army, they’d kill me in the police force 
… [but] he didn’t really want me in the army.  
The fact that Darcy listened to this advice seems to reinforce his dominant 
reflexive mode as “communicative”, and contributed to an understanding that his 
orientation to society might be evasive (Archer, 2003, 2008, 2012). That is, Darcy’s 
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“internal conversations need to be confirmed and completed by others before they 
lead to action” (Archer, 2012, p. 16), and he is unlikely to agree to, or seek out, 
ambitious projects that destabilise and bring about a change to the continuity of his 
context. In Archer’s (2003) terms, for communicatives, “the membrane between the 
life of the mind and the life of the (trusted) group is highly permeable and there is 
regular trafficking between them” (p. 167).  
This leads us to an understanding of Darcy’s impending “social immobility” 
(Archer, 2008), and an understanding that communicatives involve themselves in 
occupational sacrifices (no armed forces), and that they “invest themselves in the 
family, thus making a huge contribution to social cohesion and to inter-generational 
solidarity through the dense micro-worlds they sustain” (Archer, 2008, p. 5).  
Whilst Archer’s (2008) morphogenetic scenario predisposes individuals 
towards the need for a more meta-reflexive style, Darcy’s close, highly educated 
family (lawyers, judges), and traditional secondary schooling seemed to have 
provided sufficient institutional and (parental) cultural capital as a hedge against the 
need for him to rely solely on the strength of his self-perceptions or his effective 
reading of the global context to guide him to his next-step destination.  
Thus, the powerful external forces of Archer’s (2008, 2012) “morphogenesis” 
were resisted personally, and ultimately overwhelmed by this shared dialogic 
between Darcy and his trusted interlocutors (namely, family, friends, and 
counsellors). Darcy had no strong desire (yet) to deviate from the status quo. 
Conventional responses based on his natal repertoire (Archer, 2012) were still an 
appropriate guide for action for Darcy. It remains to be seen whether this old style 
cultural capital will be disadvantageous of openings and opportunities yet to come, 
but it seems to retain “lingering value for the more traditional outlets” (Archer, 
2012), such as his discretionary vocational decision involving transition to a liberal 
arts university degree (close to home) and intended progression into the police 
service (“safer” and close to home). Ultimately, he chose a traditional vocation 
(policing), well respected in the community, contextually continuous with his natal 
upbringing, within which he could satisfy his self-perceptions (to be seen to be 
respectful and responsible, in a job infused with action and risky edginess), and the 
need for his family to keep him close. Darcy did not seem to be “profoundly unsure 
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of his internal dialogue” (Archer, 2008), but he did seem to need others to confirm a 
way forward. 
Yet for all that emphasis on keeping family close, Darcy still imagined finding 
a role that also served the interests of the community, as well as caring for people. 
This was a very personal requirement not intended for external discussion. It 
channelled a different reflexive mode, one involving more recursive internal 
reflection, understandably self-centred, but a lot more about serving the common 
good (Ryan, 2014). During this time Darcy was explicating his developing 
vocational identity in a way that tells us about his ability to navigate concurrently 
through multiple trains of thought, all relevant to different options—a more meta-
reflexive mode. 
It just seems to be on that same sort of vein in life to do with looking after 
people, yet enforcing the law. And it can also be dangerous. So that’s what I 
was quite thinking of doing. Sort of something that’s dangerous so that it’s 
never boring, it’s never dull, so there’s never a dull moment in it. 
And: 
I think the lifestyle that they live [is] sort of half living rough but still doing a 
job fast. I could see myself doing that stuff. I’m thinking that’s how I feel 
towards life in general – just being quick about doing things rather than doing it 
over a long period of time ...  
He reflected on his past opinions and actions and those of others and fed the 
results of these deliberations back upon themselves for further questioning: “thinking 
that’s how I feel about life in general”. So not only a high sense of self-awareness, “I 
could see myself doing that stuff”, but also a developing sense of the requirement to 
meet the needs of others, “on that same sort of vein in life to do with looking after 
people, yet enforcing the law”. He wanted to meet the expectations of the community 
because of the strong need for rules—without this leadership there would be chaos:  
Yeah, because what I find with a lot of social, like, conditions at the moment, 
and they did a lot of experiments with this, I guess, the moment you lose the 
person in charge that makes the rules and makes sure people follow the rules 
then you get chaos. Like this just seems to be a, I don’t know, human thing to 
do. So, like, I guess this [police] is a very important sort of position to have in 
society.  
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He wanted to satisfy the expectations of his parents and wider family, but also 
to be responsible and do the right thing for the wider community. And whilst this 
meta-analysis did not stop him from taking direct action eventually, the very process 
of juggling the competing interests of many options made for an “arm wrestle” with 
fluctuating opinion, and made defining a modus vivendi more problematic.  
Whilst Darcy’s final narrative made a confident, well-reasoned statement about 
transition, his comments early in his final year suggested that clarity around that 
decision was some time away: 
Researcher: Do you think you could put this together in story form? Do you 
think there is a story to be told there about you and how this story has 
developed over time? 
Darcy: I think so, but it would be quite a complicated story. If I tried to write it, 
it would be a bit here and there, sort of wishy washy, not really structured. 
Researcher: So in the way that you think about this lead up to a decision about 
the life that you might want to live, you think that is quite complicated, and has 
been a complicated journey and still is a complicated journey? 
Darcy: I believe it is, yeah. 
Darcy’s reflexive style seemed to be dominated by his communicative, evasive, 
immobility, privileged by traditionalism and conventionalism, but also anchored in a 
constraining meta-reflexive subversiveness. But this makes sense for those reflexives 
that have to take into account the advice of others before taking action. They have to 
process their own internal conversations against the external conversations they have 
with others, and Darcy’s reflections were clearly influenced by others. In contrast, 
there was little evidence of a strategic ruthlessness attached to his deliberations. He 
was not, therefore, an autonomous (Archer, 2003) risk-taker faced with a context 
discontinuous with his natal background, plotting a vocational path with the single 
aim of being better off (although he does seem to want a job embedded in a 
hierarchical system with the prospect of advancement—such as the police).  
The final paragraph of Darcy’s exit-narrative exposed the depth of the reflexive 
deliberations required before he could confirm his decision, make plans, and take 
action: 
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And recently I put in my QTAC preferences and the first four of them were all 
law orientated, ranging from, as number one preference, justice studies at QUT 
down to arts at UQ where you can major in criminology. And I’ve found that’s 
sort of a step towards going to the police. Because I’ve never really found 
[higher] education that thrilling, because it’s – it just doesn’t really appeal to me 
that much. And for quite a long time I didn’t intend to go to university. I was 
planning on joining the police force, joining the army for a while. And doing 
work with the army. And then in about, well, June, I went to my godfather’s 
house to watch the State of Origin and had about a three-hour chat with 
everyone who was there about my plans for the next year. A large number of 
them thought that it would be great to be part of the army – about four of them 
who were there. The rest were lawyers or judges. And they thought that joining 
the legal system would be a great idea. But I’ve never really wanted to become 
a lawyer, like the family wants me to. And, yeah, I’ve always, for a very long 
time, tried to fit in with the law as much as I could. I know there were times 
where I haven’t really done the right thing, but I’ve always tried to do my best. 
And I was partly inspired by – well, my brother got prefect in 2008. I’d 
sometimes do prefect duty with him and standing there with him as he corrected 
people’s uniforms etcetera, it sounded fascinating and very interesting. And 
that’s what’s so far prompted me to join the police force.  
This final autobiographical statement in his exit narrative exposes the extent of 
the reflexive internal conversation required to make a decision. In deciding, taking 
action, and making plans, the “dedication” phase in Archer’s (2003) dialogical 
schema, Darcy’s thinking is meta-reflexive, but is consistently framed by the 
requirement to try to meet the wishes and needs (real or imagined) of others, and to 
do the right thing (by himself and others). In this regard his thinking is highly self-
centred: “I’ve always, for a very long time, tried to fit in with the law as much as I 
could. I know there were times when I haven’t really done the right thing but I have 
always tried to do my best.” Others’ positions were valued and influential and 
contributed to necessary selective optimising through elimination: “A large number 
of them thought that it would be great to be part of the army … the rest were lawyers 
or judges and they thought that joining the legal system would be a great idea.” He 
prioritised, imagined, positioned, and justified his decisions. 
Ultimately, he made the decision, but it was far from an autonomous process, 
certainly not strategic. It was not indicative of social upward mobility. Darcy 
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certainly did not willingly entertain the idea of higher education, and his final 
transitional decision about a job in the dog squad flies in the face of formidable 
family “legal opinion” and reflects more downward or lateral mobility: “I’ve never 
really wanted to become a lawyer, like the family wants me to.” 
Darcy had a toolbox full of personal resources that were fundamentally 
important for narrative construction. He had the ability to remember and organise 
events of biographical significance and to contextualise and join them 
chronologically and coherently, by “arguments that state thematic causal-
motivational implications, similarities, and consequences” (Habermas, 2010, p. 3). 
Darcy was able to hold vocational options in tandem with each other and, through 
critical reflexive discussion, problem-solving, and autobiographical reasoning 
(Habermas & Bluck, 2000), was able to draw together a vocational life story 
entertaining a “global coherence” (Habermas, 2010, p. 4). He wove novel life events, 
structural exigencies, and the cultural life course into a meaningful story with a very 
definite transitional next-step (university, police dog squad), despite his earlier 
misgivings about his ability to do so. Darcy’s self-understanding, self-knowledge, 
and ability to engage in dialogue, both in a group setting and one to one, reflect his 
storytelling competence and expose vocational meaning and a well-formulated 
transitional (temporary) vocational identity.  
Darcy did not connect well with the e-
portfolio concept to help organise influential 
novel circumstances. The e-portfolio was 
supposed to be “environmental” in design 
(Yancy, 2014), helping to continuously 
explore, organise, and synthesise new 
vocational influences into meaningful short 
stories that were to be continually 
deconstructed and reconstructed and 
“ripened” for autobiographical reasoning 
into the polished final narrative. The e-
portfolio was to be used as a working 
memory, a holding point for the critical management of ideas later to be culled with 
the help of critical interlocutors. However, Darcy used the portfolio more as a 
The resistance to gathering relevant 
artefacts to represent personal vocational 
influences in the e-portfolio surprised 
me. I called an extra group discussion to 
talk about how the portfolio could be 
used as a tool to facilitate storytelling, 
and encouraged each participant to talk 
within the group about their progression 
in this regard to help generate ideas.  
It was clear looking at their work at that 
time, and listening to them during this 
meeting, that most were not enthusiastic 
and that, whilst they were technically 
capable, this portfolio for them was an 
added task that served no great benefit in 
terms of bringing together their final 
narrative. 
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retrospective “compilation” (Yancy, 2014) of short stories composed after the final 
narrative and more because he was asked to, rather than as an essential organising 
tool. Darcy did not need an electronic organising tool. 
Darcy’s dialogue developed best through talking—he enthusiastically 
embraced the group and one-on-one interviews. The group contributed by being 
responsive listeners (Pasupathi & Weeks, 2010), and validated the content and 
meaning of the story as it was developing (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010). It seems that 
the development of Darcy’s story was internal and did not require written practice to 
pull together all the elements. Most of the short stories had few influences. Their 
sequence, on the surface, seemed not to require great reflection and revision. The 
elements of the story were well known to him and did not require constant re-
organisation and censoring within an e-portfolio framework. In other words, the 
environmental approach was not required to give voice to the final narrative.  
Darcy was a fascinating study. I had little to do with his progression through 
school and was surprised by his quite sophisticated wit, very generous nature towards 
his peers, the extent of his sporting profile, or indeed the significance of sport for his 
self-appraisal. He was well received and respected by his peers, something that was 
of great importance to him in his narrative. He seemed quiet and reserved at first but 
was instantly engaged when telling his story, though not until Year 12. Year 11 was 
too early. It was almost as if he was searching for a vehicle or an audience against 
which he could test the meaning impregnated in his story, and he seemed to have 
found it with this identification process—probably not unreasonable for a “true 
communicative”. Sharing the story was important to him, almost necessary it 
seemed, and it was well received. Darcy’s story, once you got to know him, was 
instantly recognisable as “him”. 
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Figure 5.3: Darcy’s portfolio 
 
Discussion 
Darcy could be regarded as a textbook case for Savickas’s (2002a) early stages of 
career construction. The elements of Darcy’s story and meaning to be derived from it 
had ripened early, and well before he became part of the research project. He arrived 
already self-aware and well credentialed as Savickas’s (2013a) agent, and was only 
in need of an audience to showcase his qualifications as Savickas’s (2013a) author. 
He was self-regulating, pursuing his own goals with an “adaptability toolbox” 
full of resources and coping behaviours. With self-understanding and the capability 
to address changing conditions, Darcy was in a good place to story his identity. His 
self-knowledge and storying ability magnified his capacity to mediate the influence 
of novel circumstance on his choice of options. He exhibited Archer’s (2003) 
personal reflexive elements throughout his story. His ICONI score, however, was 
equivocal.  
Darcy’s ICONI profile placed him almost in the category of fractured, but he 
presented as an evasive communicative because all his options were congruent with 
the opinions of his “trusted others”, and there were many of them. Initially he 
showed no strong desire to deviate from the status quo with respect to his natal 
background. 
And yet, despite this, Darcy’s story provided evidence that he felt an obligation 
to the community. There was a moral indebtedness, a cause to be pursued, and a 
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sense of duty to uphold lawful practice. This quest reflects the maturity of his story. 
His “authorship” seems so advanced that he can look beyond the (necessary but 
rather banal) storying process, and is now free to search for meaning that provides an 
ideal for him to live up to. This is Darcy as the emerging meta-reflexive. His is a case 
for the immanence of the “breaking of reflexivity”, and supposes that as individuals 
move through the more intensive and traumatic elements of positioning towards 
change, and there is an impending sense of vocational ease, then their reflexive mode 
is likely to “break” and more so in a meta-reflexive direction. 
Darcy had a number of options to consider, many of which were suggested to 
him by “others” (see Figure 5.4 below). The fact that these options were considered 
lends weight to the notion that Darcy talked often with, and took notice of, these 
trusted others; and there were a number of them. His preferred decisions were 
checked against the wishes of his father, particularly. Not that he couldn’t make a 
decision—he was an active agent, quite capable of weighing his (well documented) 
dispositional requirements against suggested options, and he had a full complement 
of skills with which to formulate a narrative identity. He just needed approval before 
he acted. 
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Figure 5.4: Factors influencing the development of Darcy’s critical vocational identity 
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5.2 LENTEN 
Figure 5.5: Lenten’s background story 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Father re-married. 
Parents originally from Sydney. Met and 
lived in Sydney, then went to Newcastle to 
university, and then back to Sydney. 
Lenten lived in Sydney till Year 3. 
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Linwood High School Years 8–
12 (2010–2014). 
Accepted Bachelor of Business 
Management/Bachelor of Arts, full time. 
Cross Country, Football, Track and Field, Rugby, Water Polo, 
Australian Rules, Theatre back of house, Writers Club, Red Shield 
Appeal, 40 Hour famine. 
Week about with parents for further seven 
years; moved house another 10 times in 
seven years based around both parents’ 
moves—all Brisbane based, and school was 
consistent from Year 3–to Year 12. 
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Figure 5.6: Relationship between Lenten’s vocational options and circumstances 
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Lenten wanted to create “something tangible so that I could show people what 
I was doing”. He was creative, morally wedded to the aesthetic rather than to 
materialism, and therefore uncomfortable about the importance he placed on leaving 
material evidence of his work for others to see: “So I like the real aesthetic side of 
things, which is not a good thing to be, like, materialistic.” His was a story of 
vocational identification through self-discovery—of identification of oneself, by 
oneself. His vocational identity was not conferred on him by others (Austin, 2005) 
but evolved within himself as a spiritual journey; incremental changes to the 
meaning of his life through experience became his personal guide. Proto-
commitments (Archer, 2012) were identified and acknowledged as significant. The 
narrative had a threefold influence. It was the medium that exposed vocational 
meaning to Lenten, the medium by which he could express that meaning, and the 
medium that told the researcher how this happened. 
Lenten’s vocational pathways, and the meaning ascribed to them, were crafted 
from the conjunction of two powerful causal factors: personal dispositions (self), and 
novel circumstance (environment). The former involved a need for inspiration and 
deep reflection, to tell stories and write, to create something tangible for others to 
see, and for the approbation arising from it. It required structure, order, and purpose, 
and a need to make things happen. These were proto-commitments, dispositions, 
self-conceptions that emerged from the narrative and were persistent markers of 
Lenten’s identity.  
Novel circumstance shaped his social context, and acted to either constrain or 
enable (Archer, 2008) his developing vocational options. These circumstances 
included his parents’ divorce (constraining), a secondary school scholarship 
(enabling), computer-based music (enabling), travel (enabling), photography 
(enabling), and Year 11 subject selection (enabling). When circumstances bite 
sufficiently to constrain or enable, individuals use their personal power of reflexivity 
to deliberate about the appropriateness of each course of action (Archer, 2008). They 
employ a mediator, a reflexive umpire, until a shortlist of options crystallises. In 
Lenten’s case, for example, “chiropractor” and “marine biologist”, neither of which 
were adjudged a good fit, were quickly displaced in favour of others more suited: 
author, songwriter, and travel writer/photographer.  
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The crystallisation (Savickas, 2002a) of options was at times influenced by 
others (his divorced parents, both determined achievers who had taught him the value 
of hard work), but he did not need to be validated by others, including his parents. He 
was a deep thinker, happy to be alone and chart his own progress through childhood 
and adolescence. He was introspective with an emerging meta-reflexive (Archer, 
2012) way of deliberating to make decisions, often characterised by narrative 
interspersed with false starts:  
The first real job I remember wanting was marine – to be a marine biologist. 
And that was – that stemmed from my times and the, like, spent at the ocean 
and swimming. And it was like being out in the middle of the ocean, which was 
– I was – I didn’t – that was what, that inspired me a lot. I just – the idea – it’s 
not so much going for a swim. But being alone. Like the ocean was so vast and 
empty and that’s how I felt a lot of the time and that’s – I liked being like that. 
Just alone with my thoughts, with nothing. So I was always really interested in 
looking at, like, the deepest parts of the ocean. The middle of the ocean – things 
like that. Because it was alone. There was nothing there. And so me being there 
both really frightened me and really inspired me. And so that’s where the 
marine biology came from.  
In this way he could be alone with his thoughts “with nothing”, but really this 
option was about inspiration for his writing. Marine biologist, he admits, was just a 
means to an end, a short-term compromise: 
Because that was a way for me to access the middle of the ocean, which – I was 
only young and that, kind of, that sounded silly, but that’s where I got that idea 
from, which came back to writing. But so yeah, I was still wanting to be an 
author.  
The breadth of the ocean was the genesis of his creative inspiration, his 
“expansion of ... mind”, which resided happily with the notion of his “not being able 
to see anything up ahead, not knowing what’s out there is a great one that really 
keeps me going.”  
Whilst Lenten could justify and position “marine biologist” as an early option, 
it was never going to pass Archer’s (2003) deliberative “test” regarding what to do 
and what’s for the best. He was preparing for the unpredictable, and his early 
confusion about what work and which training gave way in time to a relaxed 
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openness about endless vocational possibilities in varying contexts. Being unable to 
see ahead was no longer a problem; indeed, it seemed to invigorate Lenten.  
This depth of thinking revealed that Lenten himself was his biggest influence 
on vocational outcomes. He was self-aware. His deep reflection became a personal 
resource as he moved to develop his final self-narrative, but this depth was only 
revealed as he became more confident in his ability to interpret the meaning implied 
within his vocationally relevant stories. That is, his vocationally relevant stories were 
enriched when he became more comfortable with the narrative process, when he 
could mould his meaning through practice, and when the group and the researcher 
could validate his earlier attempts. The research-storying process allowed him the 
opportunity to validate and embrace a transitional pathway without the help of 
significant others, and confirmed his transitional vocational identity as a biographical 
construction (Brett, 2001, 2005; Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010; McAdams, 1993, 1996, 
1997; Meeus, 2011; Raggatt, 2006)—a story purposefully constructed and talked into 
existence.  
Lenten seemed quite surprised at times about his recollections to do with 
vocationally relevant stories. It was not that he couldn’t recall them, but rather they 
bemused him in hindsight, perhaps because this was the first time he had been 
confronted with the need to reflect on them internally and share them as external 
reflections in a narrated story:  
Well, I was never really introduced to it, but I just, like my mum had a good 
camera and then when, on Christmas Day, I opened these plane tickets, I went 
to Japan, China, Indonesia, Thailand, England, France. I went to heaps of spots, 
but I just thought, yeah, well, I better practise now because this could be 
something I really enjoy, and I did. So, yeah, went from there. So no one really 
got me into it. I just stumbled upon it by chance.  
Lenten was an enthusiastic storyteller. He was keen and seemed to appreciate 
the storying process. He seemed eager to avail himself of this instrument for self-
expression and sharing, which exposed his hitherto latent willingness for, and 
commitment to, exploration (Jackson, 2015). His adaptability (meaning-making, 
reflexive discernment and deliberativeness, active intentionality, purposiveness, 
storytelling, decision-making) for transitional identification shone through. He was—
at the end of the research process in contrast to his starting position—enthusiastically 
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purposeful and actively engaged in gathering and narrating the meaning attached to 
his transitional next step. Meaning for Lenten and the researcher came tumbling out 
of his story. 
Lenten was aware of novel contextual influences, but had not aggregated the 
meanings attached to them until he storied them:  
Well, when I look back on it … this [research] has made me realise that all the 
things I’ve wanted to do are about making something … So this [research] has 
really – it’s sort of – it’s put everything in a folder and sort of organised it for 
me. From this, like the shambles that was my career path, yeah.  
Storying gave him permission to explore, a 
necessary pre-condition for identification, 
according to Savickas (2002a), but even more so 
for Lenten, because prior to the gathering of 
research data Archer’s (2003) ICONI registered 
his dominant reflexive mode, his ability to reflect 
internally, as fractured. His fractured score was 4¾. His other scores were: 
communicative 4⅔, autonomous 3⅔, and meta-reflexive 5⅔. Despite the higher meta-
reflexive score, Lenten was adjudged as fractured because F scores over 4 “are held 
to ‘trump’ other scores. Such subjects are registered as ‘F’ regardless of their other 
scores—even if they are higher” (Archer, 2008, Appendix 1).  
This was not an unreasonable interpretation at the beginning of Lenten’s 
involvement in the research in that he had not formulated a definite vocational 
pathway, including having made no firm 
decisions about a next-step destination. There 
were clear signs he could not tell a rich, coherent, 
consistent story based on vocationally relevant 
influences—not an unreasonable situation for 
most Year 11 students. There were no signs of 
frustration, disorientation to work or training, or 
vocational passivity that might be expected with 
a fractured profile, but there were early signs of 
confusion about the vocational meaning of past 
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I was concerned about Lenten’s 
emotional state in the lead-up to 
the research data-gathering phase. 
Whilst his core emotional issues 
did not have a vocational origin, I 
felt that he was likely to benefit 
personally from the storying 
process.  
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events that he knew to be significant, although not why.  
His self-story in the initial (group) interview was thin and mono-dimensional. 
It seemed, on the surface, to be a story about the very practical, linear relationship 
between a camera, travel, and a trade:  
Well, yeah, I’ve done, like, a lot of work experience with professional 
photographers and I’ve done some, like, jobs myself with it now. So I think it 
definitely is a pathway because it’s practical – it’s like a trade, you know. If you 
learn it you can try and go for it and try and make a career out of it. But you can 
think outside of the box, you know. Like just anything to do with creativity and 
stuff really helps and has made me – it has just confirmed to me that I want to, I 
want to create something, like, yeah. So not just do work that’s set out for me 
but actually make the work happen.  
But like marine biologist, 
photographer was not the intended 
message here. The real message seemed to 
be: “Listen to my dispositional need to 
create and make things happen. It will tell 
you something about my mode of internal 
conversation and my stance towards 
society and my ability to realise my 
vocational concerns in a succession of 
available contexts.” He wanted to make a 
difference and it could be in any number of 
contexts (photographer, writer), just so 
long as he could create something.  
Lenten was becoming aware of the 
significance of his personal proto-
commitments (Archer, 2012). It became 
clearer that vocational options were at risk 
if they did not satisfy these dispositional 
needs: “like just anything that can do with 
creativity and stuff it really helps and has 
made me – it has just confirmed to me that 
In the early group session and the one-on-
one interviews, I was so focussed on 
uncovering some (hidden until now) linear 
relationship between job and influence (for 
example, photographer and camera), like a 
good vocational detective, that I missed 
early signs of dispositional 
underpinnings—what Archer (2012) called 
“proto-commitments”. These would in time 
be recognised for most participants, when 
uncovered, as stable and influential in 
relation to potential vocational options. 
Lenten’s linear relationship, for example, 
between travel, camera, and photographer, 
was largely irrelevant to the research.  
What was important was understanding 
how the context (travel and camera) “bit” 
against the concerns for his future, and his 
vocational self-perceptions. How did he 
receive these elements of social context and 
how did they shape his thinking about his 
future? It is acknowledging and exposing 
this shaping process by internal 
conversation that is the focus of this 
research—not the detective work in 
uncovering the superficial relationship 
between influence (camera) and vocational 
option (photographer) after the fact. More 
so, how did “the camera” interact intra-
psychically with Lenten’s proto-
commitments—for example, his creativity, 
to generate the idea of an identity as a 
photographer?  
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I want to, I want to create something, like, yeah. So not just – not just do work that’s 
set out for me but actually make the work happen.” 
The confirmation of his need to “create” and to “make the work happen” 
seemed like autonomous (Archer, 2003) strategic reflection. These were action 
words to describe change; it was competitive language, “actually make the work 
happen”. However, if you think of it as a desire to make a difference, as a “gesture 
towards social transformation” (Archer, 2008, p. 6), then it seems more meta-
reflexive and certainly not fractured. 
Lenten’s overarching need for inspiration and “to create, and make things 
happen” was inextricably wedded to his need to leave behind tangible evidence of 
these creative efforts, and of a job well done: 
I really do like the idea of a finished … beautiful looking product and especially 
if I have made it.  
So much so that his ability (or inability) to visualise the beautiful finished 
product ahead of time had considerable influence on whether he completed the task: 
If I can’t see [visualise] the finished product then I don’t really like the idea … 
Yeah, I like things to be looking really good and I sometimes find myself 
comparing my work to other people’s work. That’s not becoming too much of a 
problem but I do like the idea of having a job well done and not so much well 
done but some people can be like yeah, nice, I like that, yeah. 
And: 
So I like the real aesthetic side of things, which is not a good thing to be, like, 
materialistic, but I like the – so I’m imaging what it’s going to look then, like 
the finished product so that the photos printed off and you know on frame, up 
on a website, on the blog and things like that. I really do like the idea of a 
finished like beautiful looking product and especially if I’ve made it.  
This was deliberative internal reflection. He imagined a finished product, “so 
I’m imagining what it’s going to look then, like the finished product”; imagined the 
approbation arising from a job well done; “some people can be, like, yeah nice, I like 
that, yeah”; and “sometimes [found himself] comparing my work to other people’s 
work”; and he was even more comfortable when the creative process involved an 
agenda with pre-determined objectives: 
  
Chapter 5: Participant Stories Reinterpreted 144 
So last year when I first, like, [had] proper jobs doing photography, there was a 
bike race at the Gold Coast, went for three days and I travelled with the riders 
and photographed on film for them, and I just love the idea of having that set 
agenda that was happening. My objective was to take the shots and then to edit 
all the shots and to make a video for each night afterwards, and then being able 
to sort of relax because you’re in a great area but still be working and that sort 
of ties in. So you go out on the road all day with the cyclist and I’m also a 
cyclist but, yeah, going out all day, getting photos and just having a blast and 
then getting home and getting to go sit on the beach. It’s all sort of relaxing I 
think. So when you’re doing things like that it makes the computer work great, 
the hard work at the end because you know that … 
This sense of order seemed to put him at ease, “I just love the idea of the set 
agenda that was happening”, and the idea of a job well done and of everything 
coming together made the hard work worthwhile. The purposeful process and the 
sense of a job well done was a salve for creative tension, “It’s all sort of relaxing I 
think. So when you are doing work like that and then it makes the computer work 
great, the hard work at the end”, and “I like the idea of going not just on a holiday 
but going, like, for a purpose somewhere, like on tour.” 
Lenten was a paradox. He was a creative aesthete with a tendency towards 
materialistic perfectionism. He required inspiration for his expansive mind but 
moved forward best with a definite vision of the finished product and with a 
purposeful agenda. This need for ordered, almost assignment-based work could be 
seen as a platform, a template, for his creativity.  
However, what defined him best was his commitment to storytelling; to author 
a finished product either as a narrative or as a story told in some other form—the 
bike-ride “photographed and narrated through film”. This was the key dispositional 
factor against which all other external novel circumstances had to be measured and 
deliberatively (Archer, 2003) tested. Lenten told stories before he could write. His 
parents would write them for him, “and that was really from a young age. Writing 
things and creating stuff was huge for me throughout my whole life”. It was this that 
constituted his earliest and fondest memories: 
One of the, like the earliest and fondest memories I have is like sitting down 
with my parents, or like a baby sitter looking after me. And what I’d do is I’d 
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write stories. So I would tell them stories and, like, I’d draw it and we’d write it 
down, so that’s probably – even way when I first learnt to talk, that’s what I 
used to do. And I did it for hours. Like, they’d get tired of me just rambling on. 
And that was really from a young age; like, writing things and creating stuff 
was huge for me. And it’s one of my favourite things to do. 
This was one of his favourite things to do, and at age eight, perhaps triggered 
by his parents’ divorce, he started to properly write for himself: 
and like so during some of my younger primary years, I, yeah, I wrote a book 
and things like that … I had nothing else, I just wanted to be an author and a 
writer … Post-divorce I got really heavily into writing … I could write now; I 
was literate at school. So if I wasn’t, like, hanging with my mates at school, I 
was in the library, writing. When I was at home I was – if I wasn’t, like, playing 
and with my brother and things like that – I would just be upstairs writing. 
The research process of storying crystallised Lenten’s self-understanding, 
enabling him to specify options, the relevance of which could be tested reflexively 
against the influence of his constraining or enabling (Archer, 2003) novel 
circumstances.  
His parents were a primary enabling influence. They were tireless in supporting 
his storytelling in his early years in Sydney before he could write, and their divorce 
was, paradoxically, both difficult and inspiring. “The divorce, it changed me a bit … 
I find it a struggle in my life.” But although he didn’t like talking about it, “in reality 
it was probably the best thing that ever happened to me. I think it just opened my 
eyes up a little bit more. And so that sparked a lot of inspirations” and he wrote a 
book over four years, “just exaggerated versions of my life”, from Year 4 to Year 7:  
I wrote about … my family got kicked out of a house … and I had to move into 
this boring apartment block. So I ended up writing a story about some kids that 
get kicked out of their house, and had to live there. And the landlord is out to 
get them – things like that. Just really exaggerated versions of what was going 
on in my little eight-year-old life. I ended up writing, like, a 200-page novel. It 
took me four years, but I got it out there.  
However, Lenten had difficulty adjusting to high school in Year 8 and “began 
to stop liking myself and what I was doing. I stopped writing.” This heralded a 
period of depression that he didn’t properly recover from until the beginning of his 
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senior schooling, but by this time his creativity had found a new outlet. He 
discovered rap music and went from authoring books to authoring songs: 
And it wasn’t music I started to like, but it inspired me to start writing rap 
songs. And I know a lot of people would look at a 13-year-old kid wanting to be 
a rapper and think that’s so weird – what is he on about? … I couldn’t play an 
instrument and I was rubbish at music at school. But what I wanted to do was to 
make something – like, out of my songs I wanted to make an album. Not for the 
fact that I enjoyed playing music and I had a talent for it. It was because I 
wanted tangibly to say: Look, this is what I’ve done. And this is how I wanted 
to do it. 
He wanted to write an album, something tangible “that he could show people 
what I was doing” and by the end of Year 9 he was a competent computer-based rap 
musician/songwriter. It satisfied all his dispositional needs: it was creative, open-
ended, authored, a tangible product worthy of approbation, process and assignment 
focused, something you could do until you got it right, and it was above all, self-
absorbing. 
And then Year 10 changed everything vocationally. He was awarded a scholarship to 
go to a private secondary school and his eyes were opened to many new possibilities: 
So I was going to go to a private [school] … I never ever thought I would go to 
a school like this. It was just surreal and that made me think I could actually do 
something with my life – like, I’m not just going to be sitting around writing 
and mucking around anymore. Like, this school is going to open so many 
doorways for me. And that was – that really was when I thought, yep, this is 
when I’m going to start. I’m going to start finding some real interests and I’m 
going to see what careers I want to take. 
Lenten’s personal and vocational identities were starting to take shape. He was 
expanding into Savickas’s (2002a) exploration stage and self-understanding was 
driving his imagination of what was to come. It was like a wonderland of 
opportunity. This was the beginning of purposeful intent, strategic in some respects, 
and motivating: “I’m not just going to be sitting around writing and mucking around 
anymore ... I’m going to start finding some real interests … I’m going to see what 
careers I want to make”, and it couldn’t have come at a better time as he moved 
towards subject selection for senior schooling at the end of Year 10.  
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This change in schooling was the fill-up that was to drive him towards 
vocational optimism and away from three years of chronic depressing behaviours. He 
just needed a creative medium within which this rich vein of possibility could be 
realised, and this medium was twofold—the camera and travel: 
I think I began to see some huge changes in myself. I was leaving this little 
phase that I’d taken on when I went to high school. My ambitions began to 
change. And in early 2012 was when I first picked up a camera. And 
photography soon became my favourite, like, sort of creative outlet, and of 
making things. And I was learning how to use the camera. And that coincided 
with 2012, which was a huge year for me. And I look back on 2012 now as the 
most inspirational, enjoyable and probably saddest year of my life, but the best 
year of my life. I travelled the world and it was my first time. I’d been to New 
Zealand once and Bali before. But it was my first time actually when I was old 
enough to see the world for myself. I went to Europe and Asia and then Japan 
with school at the end of the year. And I remember I said – I was in Geneva and 
I said to my dad, I said I’m starting to see things differently. Like the world, it’s 
– we don’t all live the same, everyone’s doing their own thing. And a lot of – 
it’s so vast and huge and I, sort of, I really began to see there was just more to 
life than what I thought life was. And I got to – I kind of think that I got to do 
some sort of local things, because my mum has friends over in Indonesia and 
things like that and I got to live with them and I got to live with my family in 
England and I just got to see what life was like for them. Like their two 
different cultures even. And, like, I stayed – I did an exchange in Japan and 
lived there for a bit, in Yokohama. It just really made me see the world 
differently. And that further sparked my ambition for – I began – I didn’t care 
what job I wanted, just as long as I travelled. And I knew that what I was doing 
with the photography, maybe that was what I could do – I could become a 
travelling photographer. 
Year 10 was a turning point for Lenten. The narrative unmasks Lenten’s 
private deliberations about life, his insistence about a commitment to a public 
occupational role, and, most importantly how that would happen: “It just made me 
see the world differently.” This narrative provides evidence of Archer’s (2008) social 
circumstance biting against personal concerns—a reflexive reciprocity between self 
and environment, and evidence of first-person reflexive deliberation through internal 
conversation.  
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Transition now had meaning and direction: 
I said to my dad, I said I’m starting to see things differently, like the world, it’s, 
we don’t all live the same – everyone’s doing their own thing. And a lot of, it’s 
so vast and huge and I, sort of, I really began to see there was just more to life 
than what I thought life was.  
His eyes were opened and this discovery gave him permission to explore 
endless possibilities within boundaryless contexts: “I didn’t care what job I wanted, 
just as long as I travelled.” Lenten acknowledged and confronted contextual 
incongruity (Archer, 2003); he seemed excited by a future that was incalculable and 
to have no idea about what was coming. He couldn’t wait to get started.  
This was deliberative (Archer, 2003, 2012) internal conversation about how 
Lenten mediated his circumstances in relation to himself and how he decided on an 
outcome. Lenten was at once, positioning, mulling over, prioritising, clarifying, and 
imagining himself “to actually do something with [his] life … maybe that’s what I 
could do, I could become a travelling photographer.”  
There was no evidence of self-doubt now and it set Lenten on a senior 
schooling path “that made me enjoy my last two years at school so much.” Physics, 
Chemistry, and Maths B, which he had thought were required of him in order to get a 
good OP (Overall Position), made way for Maths A, Philosophy, and Extension 
English: 
I often jokingly say to Mum that Maths A was the best choice I ever made. But 
really, I think it was one of them.  
In Archer’s terms (2003, 2008, 2012), Lenten’s words seem to describe a 
desire for strategic change, a measure of purposeful intent to move forward and to 
transition towards the next phase in his life. This is what Savickas (2002a) describes 
as a purposeful consciousness (intentionality) regarding career construction and a 
necessary pre-condition for vocational identification. It is not strategic in Archer’s 
(2012) sense of blinkered competitiveness towards a known goal, or opportunities 
seized upon for objective social advantage, but more a smooth dovetailing of 
personal dispositions, vocational self-perceptions, and external novel circumstances 
with an open-ended vocational next step.  
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This was not autonomous upward social mobility, more an acceptance of 
impending social contextual incongruity (Archer, 2012) and a (now) calm resignation 
about his ability to handle transition to it, even though he does not have a specific 
pathway in mind. But he was comfortable with the transition to the next step, and 
really this is all that is required of a transitional identity: 
So that carried on to university, so the courses I enrolled in, so I’ve enrolled into 
arts and business management at UQ and creative industries at QUT. Because 
they’re industries I want to go into. Because of what I was like. And in reality, 
I’m not entirely sure what career path I want to choose, but I know, and I’ve 
known this from a really young age and everything I’ve done has led up to this, 
I want to create. I want to make something. 
Lenten saw himself as an author/travel photographer/songwriter without a 
specific job description or an academic pathway to make it happen. However, there 
was no vocational distress. The musical score was written (strong vocational self-
perceptions biting against novel circumstance). What was missing was a conductor 
(reflexive internal conversation) who could bring the orchestra (storying) to life to 
craft a polished performance (the final self-narrative).  
This was meta-reflexivity in formation, perhaps arising out of an autonomous 
strategic position that “washed up” against social unpredictability and incalculability 
(Archer, 2012), but more likely a fractured vocational aspirant, surprised by his 
emerging intensity to engage with the world through his need to make a difference 
and make things happen; an aspirant more aligned with the need to “foster values for 
social re-orientation and develop organisations that gesture towards social 
transformation” (Archer, 2008, p. 5).  
The dovetailing of concerns with actualised (Savickas, 2002a) and dedicated 
(Archer, 2003) job outcomes was still problematic, but not important for provisional 
transition. What was important for Lenten was his understanding that he had the 
requisite personal resources to manage whatever was needed to complete the 
transition.  
Lenten aligned himself with the quest for difference rather than for similarity 
and familiarity, for otherness and openness to new experiences (Archer, 2012). He 
seemed almost overcome with the speed and intensity of vocational identification 
from Years 10–12. Vocational options dovetailed smoothly with self-perception (a 
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storyteller with a need to create something beautiful and tangible) and unplanned 
external circumstances (parents who prized hard work, a computer, a camera, and 
travel). Identification swept upon him and “suddenly” the transitional picture became 
clearer. The journey and the way forward seemed as a personal triumph.  
Lenten was the catalyst; he was a loner in this regard. The outcome for Lenten 
did not depend on maintaining and identifying within the same natal context 
(communicative), or fulfilment within a different context (autonomous), but more in 
line with the idea of “the continuous promise of realisation in a succession of 
available contexts” (Archer, 2008, p. 5), with potential for social volatility and 
personal subversion, similar to Archer’s (2003) meta-reflexives. Lenten sought to 
replicate nothing from his natal background, nor did he seize upon opportunities so 
that they: “can be an opening to objective social advantage in the future” (p. 296). 
Lenten’s was a case for the “breaking” of reflexivity (Archer, 2008, p. 5), fractured 
giving way to meta-reflexive governance.  
Archer (2012) posits that individual’s personal interests and activities in school 
represent proto-commitments, in line with the contention that adolescents arrive at 
adolescence with a set of commitments of minimal strength in all domains and 
identity is formed by consideration and reconsideration of these and solidification by 
in-depth exploration (Meeus et al., 2010). Archer (2012) says that these proto-
commitments are then refined rather than retracted, and that because of this, and 
because of his rising meta-reflexivity, Lenten would be more likely to approach 
university with vocations in the making; to “use [his] undergraduate years more than 
most others for shaping [his life]” (p. 296); and to be more likely to declare himself 
“immune from peer pressure and indifferent to group expectations” (p. 296).  
By the end of Year 10, Lenten was starting to develop a sense of control over 
his future and engage with the idea of a purposeful consciousness regarding 
vocational development. Habermas and de Silviera (2008) found that it was only 
later in adolescence that individuals could embed causal-motivational and thematic 
coherence into their stories. Lenten’s punctuated leap forward towards identification 
starting in Year 10 seemed to coincide with his shift away from a fractured mode, 
and reinforced the idea that identity formation is more guided by progressive changes 
in the way adolescents deal with commitments rather than by changes in the 
commitments themselves (Klimstra et al., 2010).  
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These persistent commitments anchored Lenten’s transitional identity (what he 
understood about himself vocationally) as he moved towards the uncertainty of 
Archer’s (2012) morphogenesis. Lenten’s self-understanding, his vocational self-
conceptions crystallised and actualised in Savickas’s (2002a) exploration stage, 
allowed him to engage reflexively (as he “broke” into a more meta-reflexive mode) 
with his socio-cultural context, his novel circumstance, to imagine public 
occupational roles (author, songwriter, travel photographer). Savickas explains what 
happens and Archer helps us to understand how it happens. Lenten was more 
inclined than others to represent his story by portfolio, and his electronic 
representation reflects his creative storytelling ability. 
Figure 5.7: Lenten’s portfolio 
 
 
Discussion 
For Lenten, unlike Darcy, the process of storying was important—storying was the 
catalyst that drove Lenten’s identity development and gave meaning to his transition 
and next-step destination following senior schooling. He arrived, as a research 
participant, with little self-understanding. He actively grew this understanding 
through storying. The storying process was a journey of self-discovery as elements of 
significance and themes presented themselves to him, including training and career 
options, as this self-discovery unfolded. Proto-commitments matured into solid 
commitments and meaning “came tumbling out” as the story became more cohesive. 
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The story was “talked into existence”, but he had to know himself first, and slowly 
his personal dispositions made themselves “known” to him, and interestingly 
storytelling was the most persistent marker of his identity.  
Storying led Lenten through Savickas’s (2002a) exploration stage to: 
 become self-aware of his personal dispositions  
 become a curious, concerned, and confident, self-regulating agent  
 crystallise and specify options of his own choosing, and  
 recognise and utilise his latent psychosocial personal skills to manage 
these changes.  
His story clearly exposes his shift from fractured to meta-reflexive. His apparently 
dominant meta-reflexive mode was masked by his lack of self-understanding, and as 
this matured, his latent adaptabilities made themselves more available to the storying 
process. 
As Lenten shifted more towards psychological individuality and became more 
the “author” of his own career construction, so the way in which he deliberated about 
the influence of situation on his decisions changed towards the meta-reflexive 
dominance indicated in his ICONI scores. Lenten’s mode shifted as he became more 
self-made; he was attracted to “contextual incongruity” whereby reflexivity is 
continually on call (Archer, 2014b). Identification swept upon him “suddenly” in 
early senior schooling. The journey and the way forward seemed as a personal 
triumph. He was attracted to the possibility of having to adapt to continually shifting 
social contexts, to not knowing what was coming. He found having to critically 
evaluate a current modus vivendi about whether to sustain it or supersede it (Archer, 
2014b) was motivating.  
Figure 5.8 below reinforces Lenten’s vocational independence from the 
influence of others. He is his own greatest influence, and his well-established self-
understanding is sufficient to mediate the influence of circumstance on discretionary 
decisions, without the intervention of others. He is Archer’s (2012) meta-reflexive 
“loner”. 
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Figure 5.8: Factors influencing the development of Lenten’s critical vocational identity 
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5.3 ARTHUR 
Figure 5.9: Arthur’s background story 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Linwood High Year 8–12. 
Writers Club; QDU Debating, School 
Debating 5 years, Vice-Captain Full 
Colours; Water Polo 2 years; Cricket 5 
years; ISCF 2 years. 
Accepted Bachelor of Arts/Bachelor of 
Education, full time. 
Mother lives in 
Melbourne. 
Father lives in 
Brisbane. 
Parents met at Gold Coast. 
Raised in two houses in Hansen Park until 
present time. 
Hansen Park State School Years 1–7. 
Pre-School Hansen Park. 
Moved to Europe for one year—France seven 
months and immersion for six weeks, Britain, 
Ireland, Luxemburg, Italy, Belgium. 
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Figure 5.10: Relationship between Arthur’s vocational options and circumstances 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Insatiable interest in history and especially 
war—progressed to tomes of wisdom about 
WWI and WWII, Protestant/Catholic wars: 
“history helps us make sense of the world”. 
Picked subjects for Year 11: Philosophy, 
English, Maths A, Economics, Legal Studies, 
Ancient History. Legal Studies turned mind 
against law. 
“Philosophy and Reasoning brought all my 
talents together: public speaking, critical 
thinking, debating, obsession with knowing 
everything, questioning.” 
“Loved it more and more—read Sophie’s 
World and Plato, Socrates, Aristotle.” 
Ancient History UQ excursion and 
assignments on Plato, Confucius helped him 
to understand the academic lifestyle and its 
ability, through passionate teaching and a 
thirst for knowledge, to impact and influence 
the lives of students. 
“I am a dreamer and want to be 
acknowledged as a leading thinker—helping 
others, respectful of others’ beliefs with a 
sense of wonder, constantly trying to make 
things better; love of knowledge, trying to 
understand the world, enjoying inspirational 
reading, married and in love, with kids—like 
my parents.” 
University Lecturer 
School of Philosophy 
Bathurst with father every year—interest in 
fast cars—father a “rev-head”. Journalist Top Gear 
magazine 
“We have an obligation as humans to 
investigate the world we live in, and find out 
as much as we can, to live in it as best we 
can.” 
Year 9 started thinking about careers and 
realised good at debating, arguing, 
questioning mind; went to law court to watch 
trials. 
Historian 
Lawyer 
 B Arts/B Education, UQ 
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Arthur is a competent storyteller and deeply philosophical about life and its 
challenges, a hopeless romantic and a deep thinker. His “perfect” life is mapped out, 
but he seems realistic about whether things will work out the way he has planned 
them: 
Arthur: Well, I’ve done a bit of thinking, literally – like, I basically worked out 
kind of what I want the rest of my life to work out as. It’s not going to happen 
like that, but you never know, so we can hold that hope. But basically, probably, 
you see, the most important thing to me in all this would be family relationship, 
specifically with whoever it is I’m meant to end up marrying and kids – that 
kind of thing … I am a ridiculously hopeless romantic – like you wouldn’t even 
believe how badly romantic I am, but anyway. 
Researcher: Chocolates and flowers, hey? 
Arthur: I’m talking poetry sir, I’m talking poetry and guitar serenades …Yeah, 
so essentially I want to fall very, very, very deeply in love with someone and 
spend the rest of my life with them. Have kids at some point, preferably after a 
bit of time married with just me and my wife, like my parents did. Living 
comfortably but not, you know, opulently, if that makes sense, and doing as 
much to help other people as we can whether that’s via teaching or via charity 
donation – that kind of thing. And that’s essentially it, really, so I want to – 
yeah, like, you know, I’m the ultimate dreamer … But the dream within the 
dream, if that makes sense, is to basically kind of run the philosophy department 
at a well-respected university and if things go exceedingly, well, like, you 
know, have a building or a library or something like that you know. 
Researcher: Named after you? 
Arthur: Yeah, be remembered for something or whatever it is – but yeah.  
Arthur was the “hopeless romantic” who wanted to live comfortably with a 
loving wife and children, donate his time to helping others, and be remembered 
forever for his contribution to (changing) a “peculiarly problematized” (Archer, 
2012, p. 295) social order. Arthur is Archer’s (2012) “tyro meta-reflexive” (p. 295), 
so defined because of his early distinctive orientation to approach “the social order 
interrogatively … due to familial relations” that have unintentionally honed their 
“critical faculties” (p. 296). Clearly, for Arthur, the current social condition was not 
the gold standard to which he needed to conform. It was obvious that Arthur viewed 
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his future world as an opportunity to make a (necessary) difference, in a search for 
“otherness and responsiveness to new variety” (Archer, 2012, p. 297).  
Arthur’s final spoken narrative delivered to a never-before-seen adult panel, 
was expansive—a series of rich, coherent, and carefully interconnected stories, laced 
with intensely focused detail, and delivered without notes and without reference to a 
managed electronic portfolio of stories. Perhaps as Rhymes (2003) says, a good 
audience makes a good story better. 
At the beginning of the data-gathering 
phase for the research Arthur was adjudged as 
fractured (F) when scored on Archer’s (2003) 
ICONI. Arthur’s F score was 4⅝ and because 
F scores of over 4 are held to trump other 
scores (Archer, 2003), Arthur’s dominant 
mode was scored as fractured. On this same 
test, however, Arthur scored a “perfect” meta-
reflexive average of 7 on the three relevant 
statements on the ICONI: “I dwell long and 
hard on moral questions”; “I try to live up to 
an ideal, even if it costs me a lot to do so”; 
and, “I know that I should play an active role in reducing social justice”.  
On the one hand there should be evidence of insecurity, confusion, emotional 
stress, and disorientation to work captured in the essence of his fractured score, and 
whilst this is indeed possible as an adjunct to meta-reflexivity, none of these 
attributes were evident or implied during data capture or in his final narrative.  
But can you be adjudged what you are not? According to the ICONI, Arthur’s 
fractured dominance suggests that he mostly “blots difficulties out of my mind rather 
than trying to think them through”:  
When I consider my problems I just get overwhelmed by emotion. I just dither, 
because nothing I do can really make a difference to how things turn out. And I 
feel helpless and powerless to deal with my problems however hard I try to sort 
them out. 
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These statements are almost antithetical of Arthur just prior to graduation, and, 
indeed, throughout data capture. He does not 
dither over problems, he does not evade 
problems, nor does he suggest that all his 
efforts to make a difference are in vain. 
Perhaps Arthur’s fractured score was a 
reflection of his current family’s relations and 
an admission of his understanding of the 
“contextual incongruity” (Archer, 2012) that 
lies ahead. If this were Arthur prior to 
collecting research data, then the shift to his 
secondary dominant mode, meta-reflexive 
(Archer, 2003) has been complete, as 
evidenced in the opening statement of his final 
presentation to the panel: 
Now a quote that really in the past year or so 
has struck me really deeply and has kind of 
become a representation of all the influences 
on my career has been … “the unexamined 
life is not worth living”, from Socrates way, 
way, way back in the day. What that 
essentially means to me is that we’ve almost 
got some kind of duty as human beings to try 
and investigate the world we live in, find out 
as much about it as we can, to live in it as best we possibly can. And that is, in a 
nutshell, how I feel about the world and that’s a major influence on my career. 
This socio-ethical preoccupation (Archer, 2003), this “kind of duty as human 
beings to try and investigate the world ... to live in it as best we possibly can” lies at 
the heart of Arthur’s vocational identity and speaks to his quest for “openness to new 
experiences” (Archer, 2012, p. 297) and social transformation, whereby he 
“legitimately want(s) to attempt to make the world a better place”, and trumpets his 
meta-reflexivity (Archer, 2012).  
Arthur’s final narrative opens with the end in mind—the responsibility to find 
out as much about life as he can, and, as he says, “the rest of this story is how I got 
This research did not interrogate each 
participant’s ICONI result and I think 
there is a very good argument for doing 
so. Some care needs to be taken, for 
example, around scoring for dominant 
mode. If fracture is revealed and seems 
at odds with the evidence from early 
interviews, then more careful 
questioning is required. 
In broader terms the 13 statements used 
to identify the dominant mode in the 
ICONI could be supported by 
investigative dialogue that maps 
identified strengths and concerns 
unearthed based on individual scores. 
Therein lies a rich vein of information 
that can be tapped to support students’ 
pathways to (vocational) identification, 
particularly during Savickas’s (2002) 
exploration stage. This would mean, for 
example, exploring Arthur’s 
recognisable fractured concerns from 
his ICONI result, to help him look at 
ways of resolving problems, establishing 
a better way of life, and overcoming 
present difficulties. These could 
reasonably be weighed against the 
apparent strengths revealed in his meta-
reflexive score—namely, his intrinsic 
interests, socio-ethical preoccupation, 
and quest for meaning in life. 
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there basically”. This quest to examine life and “to make sense of the way the world 
is” is supported by his enquiring mind and persistent questioning of “just about 
everything that I come across. Whether it comes from someone with five PhDs and is 
a lecturer at Harvard or if it comes from [an] old mate”. These were not the words of 
someone who felt helpless and powerless, who was overwhelmed with emotion when 
it came to dealing with problems, or was a ditherer. And this quest was not a small 
one.  
Arthur had, on transition from school, formulated meaning in his life: he 
wanted to understand the world around him, to make it a better place, and to try to 
understand “reality”. He wanted to help others to do so as well. He wanted to be 
aspirational for, and influential of, young philosophers. He wanted to make an impact 
as a great thinker, and he wanted to be recognised as such: 
I would love for in 500 years people would look back and say, oh, yes, this guy 
… [Arthur] mentored this guy, who then proposed this, who did this – that's like 
the big, big, big massive dream. … So let’s say, for example, that I end up 
specialising in political philosophy or political science, whatever it might be, 
and I describe – say, invent – a new system of government that addresses some 
of the problems of democracy and communism – that makes the world a little 
bit better and that would be a really, really, fulfilling thing; so, yeah. 
And:  
So I want to play some kind of part in raising the standard of Australian politics. 
And I think a way that I can do that is by teaching people. Teaching people 
philosophy is trying to aspire to something that’s better than what we have now. 
And my research into Plato showed that that’s almost exactly what he was 
trying to do when he founded what’s now regarded as essentially the first 
Western university, the academy back in Athens. He was disgusted at Athenian 
politics. 
Arthur imagined himself as another Keating (from Dead Poets Society, a film 
written by Tom Schulman in 1989), a revered influencer of young minds, and an 
agent for social change. This self-perception of what he wanted to become was 
influenced by personal resources he recognised within himself for public speaking, 
debating, critical thinking, enquiring: 
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What a philosopher does, he doesn’t let himself grow up in that sense. He stays 
as a child and lets his wonder overtake him. He constantly asks questions and 
goes, “Wow, this is amazing, how does this work?”, arguing, questioning.  
Arthur never takes anything at face value to the point where it “actually annoys 
some people, and it’s completely understandable”. He has an insatiable thirst for 
reading: “I read day, I read night, I read on the way to school, on the way back home 
from school – almost any opportunity I get, I read”, and for knowledge: 
Plato believed that knowledge wasn’t just knowing what really “is the case”. 
It’s some kind of higher thing entirely. And that really struck a chord with me 
as well. It made me feel, like, okay, I want to have as much knowledge as I 
possibly can. It almost doesn’t matter about what knowledge I have, as long as I 
have knowledge of some things. I’m going to devote my life to trying to make 
this happen. And in these dialogues – particularly of the republic in which he 
talks about the ideal state, and then therefore how that relates to the ideal person 
– [he] talks a lot about the idea of knowledge, the good that knowledge for the 
sake of itself can bring a person. And that really, really inspired me to embark 
on a path of knowledge for knowledge’s sake as well as the good knowledge 
that wins the world.  
This was deliberative (Archer, 2003) internal conversation privileging the 
interplay between self-perception (“I want to have as much knowledge as I possibly 
can”) and novel circumstance (an Ancient History excursion to university to research 
Plato). Dedicated (Archer, 2003) discretionary outcomes were imagined. Arthur was 
“inspired to embark on a path of knowledge for knowledge’s sake, and … I’m going 
to devote my life to trying to make this happen”. Arthur wanted to take his place 
alongside Plato, Aristotle, Socrates, and Nietzsche, those thinkers that had: 
… a really incredible impact on modern society … and I suddenly like, well, I 
suddenly started thinking wouldn’t it be cool if I could, like, you know, take my 
place somewhere in this pantheon of thinkers.  
Philosophy and Reasoning had entranced Arthur as a school subject and he 
wanted to make his mark as a lecturer in philosophy at university. More specifically, 
he wanted to found a dedicated School of Philosophy at some learned institution. 
Philosophy: 
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married up all my talents, my public speaking, my critical thinking, my 
debating, my way that I questioned everything, the way that I am almost 
obsessed with knowing everything that I possibly can … and I absolutely loved 
it.  
From an early age Arthur was inspired by people in real life, in books, and in 
movies. In mid-primary school he was already reading history books about the world 
wars, inspired by stories from his father, “getting more and more advanced to the 
point where I was reading reference books by the age of ten.” This inquisitiveness 
around history mirrored his broader need to understand the world the way it was: 
I started, you know, just reading basic history books and then I progressed to 
reading, like, proper thick tomes of wisdom about World War I and the, you 
know, the Protestant Catholic wars, just for fun really. And my grandparents got 
me this giant book on World War II. It’s got just about everything you’d ever 
need to know about it … I love this history business and it really helped me 
make sense of the way the world is, was, rather, at the time.  
His skills around reading, enquiring, critical thinking, and reasoned argument, 
and his thirst for knowledge led him to think initially about becoming an historian or 
a lawyer. Whilst the school subject Ancient History had a significant influence on his 
current choice of philosopher, historian had no ongoing appeal, and law was a 
disappointment: 
I eventually got really, really, sick and tired of where law was – very, very, 
restrictive. And I’d been into the courts a few times and seen how the courtroom 
actually works; it’s not like it is on TV at all – interesting but not quite what I 
was after. 
By the end of his first year of senior schooling his Philosophy and Reasoning 
teacher had given him a book, Sophie’s World (a novel written by Jostein Gaarder in 
1991, based on the history of Western philosophy). The book positioned his 
vocational future as “philosopher”: 
It addresses all these incredible issues … I basically came away thinking, wow, 
this is absolutely amazing and then I started researching these philosophers on 
my own and got more and more interested in them and, yeah, from there I 
decided, all right, I want to try and make a career out of philosophy. How do 
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you make a career out of philosophy? You lecture at a university, you write 
books that kind of thing, so yeah. 
This book married well with his readings about Aristotle, Socrates, Nietzsche, 
and Confucius. But it was an Ancient History excursion to the University of 
Queensland to research Plato that cemented the link between his newfound interest in 
philosophy, his quest for knowledge, his need to make a mark on the world stage, 
and where he could go to do it: 
Well, I remember walking into the Great Court and just going, wow, this is 
amazing, I love the feel of this place – like, it really, really made me feel that 
there was some kind of progress happening there and it then made me think I’d 
love to be a part of this, both as a student and maybe as a teacher later on. 
Arthur’s final narrative was pregnant with reflexive deliberations that emerged 
from managing the relationship between personal dispositions (inquiry, thirst for 
knowledge) - “made me feel there was some sort of progress happening here” - and 
novel circumstances (the university) - “just walking into the Great Court and going 
wow, this is amazing”—that then inspired him to map vocational outcomes well into 
the future: “I’d love to be part of this, both as a student and maybe as a teacher later 
on.” 
This was a future he imagined involving some status: a specialist political 
philosopher and teacher who would be revered for hundreds of years to come, 
capable of raising the standards of Australian politics. This imagined future came 
with a planned course of action—to head a bespoke School of Philosophy.  
Arthur was a social ideologue providing clear evidence of a desire for change, 
both personal and societal, but it seems on balance to be more about the greater good. 
There was no room for debate about what to do; there was no reflexive budgeting or 
weighing up what’s for the best. Arthur made it very clear what life required of him 
and what he required of himself.  
There was evidence of autonomous (Archer, 2003, 2012) strategic self-
promotion but couched in such a way as to suggest that society would be the greater 
beneficiary. Was that a conjurer’s trick? Arthur was going to use the system to 
advantage himself—to self-promote. And having done so, he would then set about in 
meta-reflexive (Archer, 2003) guise to normalise society’s peculiar problems for the 
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greater good. This was the paradox of Arthur—a fractured reflexive who was really 
meta-reflexive, who was really autonomous. Certainly, juxtaposed to those young 
people identified by Archer (2012) as practitioners of meta-reflexivity, Arthur 
seemed to enjoy the autonomous idea of status acclaim and the promise of exercising 
significant power. 
Education at school, and soon to be at university, was a serious undertaking 
and an end in itself for Arthur. Undergraduate degree, PhD, professorship, and head 
of school were seriously important and almost taken for granted as the stepping 
stones to a better understanding of life, and in spite of everyone else. This 
seriousness, according to Archer (2012), is because the academic issues to which 
meta-reflexives were exposed at university (and in senior schooling) “were their raw 
materials for articulating precisely where they stood in relation to what they cared 
about most” (p. 353). Without this academic success Arthur could not be counted 
amongst the pantheon of great thinkers and seriously address matters of social order 
for the greater good. He had to make it happen. 
Arthur wanted the life of an academic and did not need other people, family or 
friends, to come with him on the journey. His was to be a life of critical detachment 
and individualism. Relationships would take care of themselves along the way.  
Arthur spoke about his natal upbringing sparingly. His father answered primary 
school questions about the world wars and passed on his passion for cars (“Dad’s a 
petrol head”); grandparents provided tomes to foster his love (obsession) with 
reading and knowledge; and Arthur had a significant discussion with his mother 
about God in a cathedral in Sienna when he was 14-years-old. Arthur’s parents had 
no desire to influence his vocational decision-making: 
My parents my whole life had basically said, you know, you do what you want, 
we’re not going to say, right, you have to be a doctor, you have to be a lawyer, 
whatever it might be that kind of thing. So in that sense it’s given me the 
freedom to do something a bit left field. 
Archer (2012) states that this may be a generative mechanism for meta-
reflexivity given that whilst the parents of meta-reflexives are mostly in a stable and 
durable relationship they tend to send mixed messages, and quite often their only 
way of resolving the (assumed) tensions between them is to collectively agree to 
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have no defining influence on the lives of their children. Hence giving them the 
freedom to “you know, you do what you want’, gives them “the freedom to do 
something left field.” Archer (2012) says that the parents of meta-reflexives give 
their children the relational gift of durability and security but drive their children to 
be loners in their own home, pushing them towards being “fiercely individuated and 
the authors of their own values”, and to align early with a cause “and being active in 
pursuing it whilst at school” (p. 301). 
This critical detachment to form his 
own views and “sustain them against 
pressure to conform” (Archer, 2012, p. 310) 
led to a teary response from his mother in 
Sienna when he explained to her that he no 
longer believed in God, “more just in the 
sense of a shock that her son doesn’t believe 
in something that she believes in strongly 
herself”, but perhaps more of an 
acknowledgement from his mother that she 
no longer had influence over her son’s 
ideals, and certainly not with respect to such 
a fundamental belief.  
This instance surfaced as the opening 
comment in his first interview for data collection. Arthur, it seems, wanted to 
acknowledge his fierce independence right from the start. That conversation with his 
mother: 
kind of made me realise that I’m not the kind of person who can just take, you 
know, when a teacher says, now we do this because of this. I just don’t go, 
okay, well, that’s the way the world works – there’s got to be more to it than 
that.  
This early-found “Sienna atheism” also put him at odds with the views of his 
Christian Education teachers in his second year of high school: 
And we all kind of really felt that a lot of what Rev. was saying kind of worked 
like this … “You know, the Bible is true because the Bible says it’s true”, and 
that just really wasn’t enough for me or for either of my friends, really. 
I haven’t engaged in developing 
sufficiently the natal background of each 
participant to be able to properly 
interrogate Archer’s (2012) assertions 
about the relationship between upbringing 
(relationship with parents) and the 
presenting dominant reflexive mode. 
Specifically, how have parents shaped 
meta-reflexivity in their children? For 
example, Archer’s (2012) assertion that 
meta-reflexives devote themselves to 
social relations, but they are people who 
seek to distance themselves from their 
most “proximal social institution—their 
own family. In short “… they are critically 
detached from that part of the social order 
they know best yet dedicated to re-
ordering the social through their 
vocational endeavours” (p. 300). This 
bears further investigation but lies outside 
the scope of this research. 
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There is a surety about Arthur’s final narrative. It is a compelling story, 
structured, forcefully reasoned, and packed with intimate, complex, detail. He 
wanted to leave the listeners in no doubt about his transitional identity and the 
vocational meaning embedded within. If identity is defined as future potential and 
transition towards change is an identity issue (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010; Ibarra & 
Petriglieri, 2010; McIntosh, 2000), then Arthur was well along the way to effecting a 
smooth transition. He was an ideational loner (Archer, 2012), but there was to be no 
quiet restraint around his beliefs, including those involving religion and politics; no 
one was spared either domestically or at school. Exacerbating tension was sometimes 
just an unintended but quite necessary by-product of his spirituality, as his mother 
can attest to. It was important for him to tell it the way it was for him. 
Discussion 
Arthur resisted repeated attempts to get him to 
develop an e-portfolio of relevant vocational 
artefacts and to render them into a repertoire of 
short stories. A number of authors (Bohn, 2010; 
Habermas, 2010; Pasupathi & Weeks, 2010; 
Savickas, 2011a) seem convinced that reasoning a repertoire of short stories into a 
reconstructed larger coherent story can maximise the development of identity. This 
critical reasoning, deconstruction, and re-construction provide opportunities for 
reflexive (re)interpretiveness, enabling access to different meanings and new 
knowledge (Savickas, 2011a). Arthur’s critical-reasoning skills were such that he 
could fashion his narratives verbally without needing to refer to an electronic 
repertoire of significant and relevant biographical events (Savickas, 2011a).  
There is no doubt that Arthur, by the end of his senior schooling, had the 
personal skills for transitional change—adaptabilities that included, at the time, 
appropriate reflexive intensity. He was ready for the next step, having establishing 
clear discretionary vocational outcomes after the adolescent exploration stage 
(Savickas, 2002a). He had woven vocational meaning throughout the final 
autobiographical narrative, played out in bold stories about the interplay between 
novel external influences and his personal dispositions, and how he imagined these 
into future courses of action. These stories were spoken about in his final narrative as 
internal conversations involving planning, re-living, positioning, deciding, mulling 
It was becoming more obvious that 
the e-portfolio approach to storying 
was neither welcomed nor necessary 
for the interpretation and storying of 
past, present, and future events into a 
final identifying, spoken narrative.  
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over, justifying, and imagining—what Archer (2003) would describe as reflexive 
mental activities. But they lacked any real-time intensity. They seemed more like 
reflections; the intenseness associated with rupture and transformative change 
necessarily linked to transition was lost over time. 
Arthur was an ideologue. He was Archer’s (2012) quintessential meta-
reflexive. His story was well formed before data collection, and his interviews, both 
group and one-on-one, and the final narrative were presented almost as a script. No 
changes to this script occurred over 12 months, other than possibly changes in 
emphasis as the stories were recounted. The research process merely provided a 
platform for the completed story’s presentation. The story was bereft of real-time 
deliberations; nothing transformative occurred during data collection, and all 
deliberative elements were merely recounted as recollections and imaginings. 
Arthur’s period of intense reflexivity occurred very early in his senior schooling 
years and some 12 months before his first research interview. The script was well 
formed by then, as was his vocational identity.  
Arthur was heavily committed to advance himself—firstly academically, and then as 
a great thinker—to seriously address matters of social order for the greater good and 
for the good of individuals who were to come under his tutelage. University 
qualifications were his meta-reflexive means to an end.  
Despite his “perfect” 7 score for meta-reflexivity, Arthur was adjudged as 
fractured. However, nothing about his story reflected the sub-scores required to give 
him a fractured profile, prompting me to think that the ICONI sub-scores need to be 
subjected to more intense scrutiny for some young people. There was evidence of 
autonomous (Archer, 2003, 2012) strategic self-promotion, but couched in such a 
way as to suggest that society would be the greater beneficiary; meta-reflexivity 
trumps autonomous. 
Arthur exhibits Archer’s (2012) “fierce individuation”, perhaps characteristic 
of those given the freedom to choose pathways without parental input. He knew 
himself well, and the personal resources that he recognised within himself for public 
speaking, debating, critical thinking, and enquiring influenced this self-perception of 
what he wanted to become. He was Savickas’s (2013a, 2013b) agent, forging his 
own way and quite capable of making his own discretionary judgements. But he was 
also Savickas’s (2013a) author, viewing himself as “project”, with big plans and 
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broad pathways with intermediate steps, eventually leading to even bigger 
possibilities. Arthur was a dreamer—his current life was full of imagining: “I would 
love for in 500 years, people would look back and say, oh, yes, this guy [Arthur] … 
mentored this guy, who then proposed this, who did this – that’s, like, the big, big, 
big massive dream.” 
Figure 5.11 is a framework depicting how structure, agency, and reflexivity, in 
combination with storying, realise Arthur’s critical vocational identity and eventually 
a single discretionary course of action. 
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Figure 5.11: Factors influencing the development of Arthur’s critical vocational identity 
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5.4 WALLACE 
Figure 5.12: Wallace’s background story 
 
  
Fern Road State School Brisbane Years 2–7. 
Moved to Australia with parents at 18 months and 
completed Year 1 at Oyster Bay Primary School in New 
South Wales. 
Linwood High Years 8–12. 
Born in England to English parents—both parents are professionals. 
Accepted Bachelor of Information Technology—ADFA. 
 
House Captain, Football, gymnastics, robotics (full colours), 
sailing, Year 11 Mentor, Service Line, Brain-ways Archi-futures, 
Country Service, Red Shield Appeal. 
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Figure 5.13: Relationship between Wallace’s vocational options and circumstances 
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Wallace was up for a challenge and open to opportunity. “It’s a challenge to 
fly,” he said, “It sounds like it would be different every day.” And it sounded to him 
like something that could be really engaging. He was a risk taker, a patrol leader in 
the Scouts, a unit chairman in the Venturers, and the captain of his house in senior 
school. Wallace was a very competent leader and manager who developed his own 
ideas about military vocational options based on the earlier research done by his 
midshipman sister (maritime warfare officer), beginning with navy communicator, 
then army pilot, and then, because of his poor eyesight, as a general service officer 
(Army Signals Corps)—so a full circle back to communications, but now in the 
army.  
Protecting the country was part of the privilege of serving and the risks were 
the fun part of the job: “It wouldn’t be fun without the risk.” Leaving home to 
achieve his goals wasn’t given a second thought, thereby eschewing contextual 
familiarity (Archer, 2012). The culture attached to his secondary schooling was 
influential in convincing Wallace that a university degree was important and he was 
already positioning himself for a career based around undergraduate training at 
12 years of age. His vocational identity was forming: 
You start having to do things that will set you up for the university degree and 
that university degree will set you up for a job, so it’s all a knock-on effect … 
So influences on me really started probably in Year 8, maybe Year 9, when you 
start thinking about what university degree you’ll go for and then once you 
think about a university degree, then that leads you to think about a job. 
His father was influential in so far as he introduced Wallace to the scouting 
movement at age 6, and scouting had a profound influence on Wallace’s self-
perception, but any vocational connection made through scouting was purely 
Wallace’s invention, not his father’s. Apart from his mother soothing his 
disappointment when ruled out of flight training because of poor vision—“She said 
that when one door closes another door opens”, and her comment that a signals corps 
officer’s job was “slightly more mundane than [sister] Jenny’s” as a maritime 
warfare officer, his parents conspicuously avoided mentioning—and seemed to lack 
involvement in—vocational decision-making. Archer (2012) describes this parental 
detachment as a probable unintentional meta-reflexive generative inducement that 
served to encourage young people to make critical (vocational) decisions on their 
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own regardless of group pressure, and certainly to make them immune from parental 
expectation. It’s this very lack of involvement, however, that makes Wallace (and 
seemingly others in the same position), think of his parents as a positive influence: 
My parents would have been an influence in the way they brought me up. So 
they were more of a relaxed kind of household, letting me and Jane do what we 
wanted to do. Not to the point of doing anything but kind of guiding us, rather 
than forcing us to do things. So that would have grown me and Jane’s 
independence … but, apart from that, my parents haven’t been a lot of major 
influence. 
And:  
My parents and their mindset towards how they should bring up a kid has been 
hugely influential because they’ve always been thinking that I should be an 
adult as soon as possible and I should take control of my own life with my 
experiences. And if they were more controlling then that wouldn’t happen at all. 
So that’s certainly been a huge influence for all of my life. 
Wallace was adjudged as meta-
reflexive by Archer’s (2003) ICONI with a 
score of 5⅓. Wallace’s autonomous score 
was 4⅔, and for communicative he scored 
2⅔. Wallace’s natal background was stable 
and secure but characterised by his parents’ 
critical detachment from vocational 
decision-making, which pushed him 
towards an early independence 
“unintentionally honed by family lives” 
(Archer, 2012, p. 296). Wallace, by 
choosing the armed forces, was advertising his attraction to a way of life different 
from that of his educated parents (both high-functioning professionals), making a 
conscious decision to physically distance himself from home, both for training (in 
Canberra), and later on for service to his country anywhere in the world. In 
emphasising the rejection of the familiar, Wallace was advertising himself as a loner, 
divorcing himself from the parental context and in so doing “crystallising his 
disengagement from it” (Archer, 2012, p. 298).  
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The university degree in Canberra was seminal to this disengagement, a 
critically important step but, as an end in itself, not intended to be used to leverage a 
better position in “the institutional hegemony of Market and State” (Archer, 2102, 
p. 294). For meta-reflexives like Wallace, degree status is not about a first step up the 
ladder of social mobility, as may be the case for Archer’s (2012) autonomous 
reflexives. Additionally, because all Defence Force Cadets would be broadly aligned 
with the military for the same reason, all doing the same military training, and with 
many doing the same degree, it would seem, according to Archer (2012), that 
sociality and friendships would follow because they are formed around the same 
concerns and would endure because they would fulfil Wallace’s principal need to 
serve.  
Military life was at odds with Wallace’s natal background, contextually 
incongruous therefore, and certainly unpredictable in terms of geographical outcome; 
much like Archer’s (2012) meta-reflexives. Because they don’t seek to replicate 
anything from their natal backgrounds, meta-reflexives are open to, and welcome, 
this situational logic of opportunity (Archer, 2012). Wallace’s vocational imaginings 
seem far removed from communicative normative conventionalism (Archer, 2012), 
and they abnegate the self-promotion required of an autonomous reflexive to be 
upwardly mobile (Archer, 2012). 
However, Wallace was not Archer’s (2012) tyro meta-reflexive (p. 295) in that 
he did not position the social order as peculiarly problematized. He wasn’t fiercely 
individuated because of his family’s critical detachment. He didn’t develop an early 
(eccentric) openness to alternative ways of life. He wasn’t a loner seeking to eschew 
conventionalism. He didn’t develop new relationships only with those who were 
like-minded—his sociality had not been hampered (house captain, mentor for 
younger students, a sailor, and a gymnast at school). He did not brand himself 
deficient in social skills or friends.  
He had not, other than having developed a moral position in relation to the 
defence of his country and a deep-seated desire to serve, adopted an interrogatory, 
exploratory outlook towards the social (Archer, 2012), nor aligned himself with a 
cause at school, other than saying: “You join the army to protect the country as a 
first, and engaging with the enemy is something you have to do as part of that.” 
Perhaps to serve in the defence of his country was “the cause” to which he aligned 
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himself, evidenced by his successful recruitment for officer training in his final year 
of secondary schooling.  
But recruitment had raised issues. Wallace knew what he could do—manage 
and lead. He knew things about himself but had not properly formed an opinion 
about the application of these “things” to the defence of his country. In this sense 
Wallace found answering the more psychological questions put to him about why he 
wanted to join the Australian Defence Force difficult to answer at the early 
recruitment stage: “When I took the call, I couldn’t answer most of the questions.” 
Resolving these questions was difficult because “I don’t know myself very well … I 
can know other things externally to me, but I found it hard to come to terms with 
myself about things like that.” This was a critical juncture for Wallace, one that 
required the activation of conscious reflexive mental activity. He had to, within 
himself for this specific issue, define the problem (discern), sort out and evaluate 
appropriate responses (deliberate), and decide on a particular response (dedicate) as 
to why he wanted to do a job he knew he could do: “I thought I wasn’t going to be 
suitable.” The fact that he could find an answer (and he doesn’t say how) was a credit 
to his will and capability to reflect internally: “So I found an answer eventually, 
which is to serve. So that was the deep-seated answer that I had.”  
Wallace’s grandfather (a submariner in the RAN and a leader in the scouting 
movement) and his sister were most influential regarding vocational decision-
making, particularly to do with the military. His grandfather used to regal him and 
his sister about life at sea “and all that kind of thing” and undoubtedly planted the 
seed for careers in the navy, and Wallace’s father, also a leader in the scouting 
movement, introduced a 6-year-old Wallace into the movement as a “Joey”.  
Scouting moved Wallace closer to the military in terms of a favoured 
destination and in terms of providing personal skills aligned with the military, which 
he imagined as: 
disciplinary, very structured, very organised, and it sounds a well-oiled machine 
… I think the main [vocational] influence for me was probably scouts more than 
anything … It was very close to the military and a lot of things we do are 
comparable to what the cadets will do, which is obviously a sort of branch of 
the military … That means that I’ve always had a sort of discipline and 
leadership background … and then all my friends have gone and looked at the 
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military, because I think something like 15 or something per cent of scouts go to 
the military. It’s a high number. From the background that it will give you. 
Wallace enjoyed being outdoors, something he had done from 5 years of age: 
“being in a building for too long makes me edgy.” He gained qualifications 
(Certificate II in Outdoor Recreation) in abseiling and rock climbing in scouts, “and 
learnt the skills you don’t get qualifications for, like leadership and management.” 
He made friends, “and they are friends I will have for life”. Friends made through 
focussed differentness, everybody gaining skills based on a structured military 
edginess; socialising is made easy for meta-reflexives.  
Wallace was quite reflective about how scouting had taught him to manage and 
lead people; how to negotiate and convince others about the need to do things when 
they don’t really want to; how to empathise, and earn respect; and how to have others 
follow without them knowing that they are following: 
 So if someone will come to you … with a question before you even have to tell 
them … that you’re their leader, then that’s the sign of a good leader.  
And good leaders had to first learn to be good followers: 
and how to be not only a leader but also a follower … that really helps your 
thinking because you learn how to deal with other people in better ways to get 
your point across and to [help] make sure they get their points across.  
The leap from scouts to the military was really not a big one for Wallace: 
 I think the military lifestyle is something that really sounds appealing to me 
and has always sounded appealing to me because that’s what I do in scouts and 
everything.  
But there were events that had to happen before he could properly make this 
connection. 
A visit to Archerfield Airport with the scouts as a 14-year-old cemented his 
love of flying: “I really enjoyed the day. And it really built up an idea of what I 
wanted to do.” At the same time Wallace appreciated the influence such events can 
have on you at a young age: 
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So I suppose that kind of accentuates how things you learn when you are 
younger seem more important to you, because you know less so anything you 
have any sort of expertise on, really feels big to you.  
His acknowledged excitement was tempered with mature, insightful deliberation on 
what powers might be in play when selecting between discretionary (vocational) 
options. 
In the next two years, having made the link with the military, Wallace 
determined initially to become a fixed-wing pilot in the air force, and later, a 
helicopter pilot in the army: 
There was a fly past of Blackhawk helicopters at the Chief of Defence Forces’ 
[graduation] parade and I thought that was pretty awesome and that was another 
big thing for my career.  
Becoming a pilot successfully married his leadership skills, his success at Physics 
and Information Technology in his senior years of schooling, and his love of 
flying—only to lose any possibility of realising this dream at the recruitment stage 
because of his poor eyesight. With the help of his mother, and despite his 
disappointment with this news, Wallace was quickly able to re-evaluate and weigh 
up his options, despite his misfortune, and elect another course of action:  
Well, Mum said something to me when I got a letter that says you are not 
deemed suitable for this. She said that when one door closes, another one opens. 
And at the time I went, yeah, right, Mum. But then I went to my next stage of 
testing, which was the officer selection board down in Canberra. And they said 
to me, look, we want you for a general service officer. And what Mum said 
flashed in my head again and I went, well, you know, another door has opened. 
This may not be such a bad thing – so, yeah. 
This was pragmatic self-talk comprising a quick budgeting exercise, followed by a 
determined re-positioning of goals with hopes of becoming a signals corps officer: 
“another door has opened. This may not be such a bad thing.” 
But it was his older sister’s research on, and recruitment into, the navy, and her 
graduation from the ADFA that really sealed the armed forces as a viable destination. 
She left booklets around advertising the army and the navy and Wallace read them 
and began to draw parallels between the defence force and the scouts. 
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I hadn’t really thought about the military at all until she took a step towards the 
navy and before that I’d thought I’d go to university and then see what happens 
after I get a degree in something. But then she said, hey, I’m thinking of joining 
the navy and all that, military sounds good. And then, as that idea sort of 
developed in my head, I realised how well that fitted with what I was doing 
with my life and then, yeah, sort of developed from there. 
Wallace’s sister was a significant influence, a novel circumstance that helped 
him clarify his vocational concerns: “so pretty much she built up the idea and then I 
developed my own, my own take on the idea.” Wallace was able to make 
discretionary judgement about choices. “I’ll go to university and see what happens” 
turned into, “I’m thinking of joining the navy and all that”, and “the idea sort of 
developed in my head [and] I realised how well that fitted with what I was doing 
with my life”. These were reflexive internal conversations that positioned him for a 
course of action.  
This was a significant personal decision point and evidences an intensification 
of internal reflexive mental activity. The picture developed initially by his sister and 
recruitment information shaped a context against which Wallace positioned himself 
in relation to his perception of what role he could play in the armed forces. In 
essence the context was enabling judging by how well it fitted. The context engaged 
Wallace sufficient to activate his personal powers of (meta-)reflexivity (other 
contexts may not have done so), allowing him (because of parental detachment from 
vocational decision-making) to be easily attracted to an alternative way of life to that 
of his parents, albeit the “same” as his sister. Not only was he engaged reflexively 
because of the shaping context, but he was also engaged in a particular way that 
seems to have been influenced by his natal background. Whilst Wallace was not 
Archer’s (2012) tyro meta-reflexive, he certainly gives us the feel of what it is to be 
meta-reflexive. 
I know as much as isn’t classified, so generally a communications officer will 
lead in the setup of communications bases and lead a team to manage 
communications. So it’s a lot of leadership, compared to the actual technician 
skills. But it’s a very diverse role – it can be in a base in Australia or it can be a 
base commanding other base, in somewhere like Afghanistan. And then it could 
also be in a fort-operating base in Afghanistan – so right on the frontline. 
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Discussion 
Wallace made a better attempt at representing his story electronically than most. 
Nevertheless, his e-portfolio (see below) is still a quite linear “retrospective”, not at 
all an exemplar of “environmental” design with signs of synthesis, re-organisation, or 
organic growth. It is more a “compilation after the fact”. 
Figure 5.14: Wallace’s portfolio 
  
Wallace’s story, and therefore his identity, was formulated well before data 
collection, so there was little evidence of reflexive intensity as the story was 
unfolding in group sessions, the one-on-one interview, and in the final narrative. The 
reflexive intensity seemed lost to reflections intoned without the real-time 
transformative rupture required for change. Capturing reflexive internal conversation 
in real-time is difficult to do, but it would seem that the greater the proximity to 
change the more the likelihood that you will capture the reflections as reflexive 
internal conversations, with a more intimate connection to the rupture and its 
associated deliberations. Wallace’s evaluative debating was over some time before 
data collection, and the intensity of the original struggle to decide had been lost in 
translation. Not that the story wasn’t interesting and well told. It was informative, but 
told with military precision, leaving the listener in no doubt that this was a completed 
story for the telling and not about receiving feedback for revision—not that he didn’t 
do so with pride in the hope of collective approbation from his peers.  
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Figure 5.15 below shows evidence of the elements that led to Wallace’s well-
constructed vocational identity, including evidence of a well-made self (dispositional 
awareness, and well-formed narrative construction skills) appropriately positioned to 
mediate the influence of circumstance on future direction. Wallace’s story was 
seamlessly told, no doubt because he had the makings of it in hand well before he 
was asked to narrate it. 
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Figure 5.15: Factors influencing the development of Wallace’s critical vocational identity 
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5.5 MACY 
Figure 5.16: Macy’s background story 
 
Year 1 (5 years of age) moved to Europe to 
live with brother and uncle for six months 
without parents. 
Born in South Korea on the second biggest island, to parents who lived 
in Korea their whole lives—moved house five times before Prep year. 
Back to Korea Year 1 and moved house twice 
in Year I in Korea after returning from 
Europe. 
Year 6 Linwood School and lived in Indooroopilly. 
Failed entry exam but got in on the back of older 
brother’s entry. Year 7 moved to boarding because 
father was sick; lots of fighting and very aggressive 
behaviour. 
Year 2 to Australia for a year’s 
“break” with mother to follow older 
brother to Australia. Stayed and Years 
3–5 at Hazelwood High School. 
Tennis club, public speaking, 
music, musical, chess, 
photography, art club. 
Back to Day Boy Year 8 because of fighting then back 
to boarding Years 10–12 because father was sick, but 
was on notice not to fight. 
No visible offer through QTAC or other tertiary 
admissions centre in Australia. 
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Figure 5.17: Relationship between Macy’s vocational options and circumstances 
  
  
Loves dogs; wanted “to grow up to be a dog”; loves all animals 
and their unconditional love. Hit hard when pet dog died when 
he was very young—thought he could have done more to help, 
particularly as he liked to feel in control. 
Mother supported the idea of being a vet—good money. He 
continued with the idea from 11/12 years of age. 
Loved drawing in Year 4 and Year 5: “literally loved it”—used 
to draw all of the pictures in the “how to drawing book” 
repetitively. Stopped in Year 7/Year 8 due to depression when 
forced to move into a boarding house. Started drawing again in 
Year 9 with As in Art. Mother moved back from Korea. Used 
to learn to draw from YouTube and buy canvasses from saved 
pocket money in the boarding house. Knew that artists could 
make a lot of money—Picasso and a Korean artist made $1m 
from a single brush stroke. 
Parents were influential—mother was artistic and creative, 
parents encouraged intensive Art Academy in Korea Year 10, 
but father thought artist was not a good outcome for a private 
education. Mother found artist contacts in Australia, and father 
supports going to China to study Chinese, Art and Philosophy. 
Looked like failing academically and giving up OP in 
Year 11, but parents threatened no money after 20 years of age 
and money needed to become a vet. Therefore, OP result was 
important. His parents encouraged improved effort in Year 12 
and success followed. 
Money of singular importance initially and vet science was the 
money ticket, and artists’ costs were high. So vet first, then 
artist later in life, but not sure of his artistic ability and thinks 
there are a lot of people better than he is. Macy was depressed 
and very angry from 9–15 years of age; took a lot of physical 
punishment in the boarding house; used to fight with the 
Year 12s and felt abandoned by his parents. He did not like 
people and did not have many friends, but learnt to put on a 
nice, pleasant face after Year 10 to survive in the boarding 
house. 
Veterinary surgeon 
Artist 
Korean 
Mafia 
Zookeeper 
Flutist 
Fantasised about lifestyle and thought everything in 
a movie was real. 
“Zoo Tycoon” game in Year 8. 
Had to get up too early to practise. 
Unsure of destination 
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Macy was a troubled student at school, a social isolate, “a two-sided person”, 
so much so that he was unable to present his final narrative to a panel of people he 
did not know. However, he seemed eager to tell his story to the researcher and to his 
peers—just not to strangers: 
To be honest, I hate people. I love animals … I just don’t hang around with 
friends that much. I used to draw, like catch animals, like beetles, play with 
them, and play with my dog.  
In his senior years of schooling he learnt to present a happy face that masked 
anger and frustration with the social world around him. His life was confused and 
paradoxical. Up until the age of 15 he was openly angry, fighting and scrapping his 
way through life since he arrived in Australia at 9 years of age. As a boarder in 
secondary school he would fight anyone irrespective of their age and size, even 
Year 12 students when he was in Grade 7. He had no fear for his own safety or for 
those around him:  
In Year 7, like the things that I’ve done to other people is really bad. I used to 
whip people with belts, ties, punch up people, and throw chairs at them. Like 
smash their faces. Just bully other people. And I would pick fights with 
Grade 12s in Year 7.  
In Year 9 he was expelled from the boarding house for fighting and allowed 
back in Year 10 on the understanding that if he continued to fight he would be 
expelled from school permanently: 
because I wanted to punch them and they annoyed me but I couldn’t and I 
couldn’t fight back.  
So, from Year 10 to Year 12 he learnt to mask this anger and present a happy face. 
But the anger was still very close to the surface and found an outlet in the form of 
self-harm: 
I still want to punch other people and that sort of got me in bad ways. Because I 
think I might be crazy now. Because when people don’t see me, I got really bad, 
like angry, about it to myself and break my fist punching walls … And when I 
come to school I still have to laugh and smile at other people, so just like two-
sided person.  
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This personal reflection was important. Self-understanding lies at the heart of 
Savickas’s (2002a) exploration stage in career development, that which concretises 
identity and lays the foundation for discretionary vocational decision-making. Macy 
had to gain perspective about his anti-social behaviours, “because I think I might be 
crazy now”, in a way that brought him closer to, and not further away from, realising 
his vocational aspirations. His internal conversation gave insight into how his 
personal disposition was modified to help him realise potential vocational outcomes. 
Despite his internal anger and self-loathing, he could still laugh and smile, present a 
happy face, “just like a two-sided person”, and consciously resist the temptation to 
punch people who annoyed him. These reflections helped Macy to form meaning 
around circumstance, and helped convince him that he was capable of doing what 
needed to be done to achieve imagined courses of action.  
His external reflections during data collection were colourful and at the same 
time seemed cathartic. He became emotionally connected to the story and enlivened 
by it. Once started, the story became more animated in the telling and his narrative 
became increasingly recognisable as important for the purposeful construction of his 
identity (Bujold, 2004; Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010; Krieshok et al., 2011).  
Macy did not like people but he learnt to put up with them, and happiness for 
him was simple. He wanted to be alone with animals and their unconditional love, 
and to paint. His two great ambitions in life were to be a veterinary surgeon and an 
artist. The need for money dominated the vocational landscape and ultimately would 
decide the order in which these two competing aspirations emerged.  
To properly understand Macy, you first must connect with his sense of loss and 
abandonment. From a very early age, his life was unsettled. He was searching for 
love that he could not find in the people around him, but he could in animals, 
particularly dogs: 
When I was young, when people asked me what do you want to do when you 
grow old, I always said I want to be a dog. I now said I want to be a vet or I 
want to do something related to animals. I always said I want to be a dog, when 
I grow up … which is kind of stupid, but I used to say that. And that was my 
dream till I don’t know, 11, 12.  
  
Chapter 5: Participant Stories Reinterpreted 185 
He was born in Korea and his family home moved five times before he was 5 
years old and much of his first eight years were spent living (voluntarily) with his 
maternal grandmother in Korea. He moved to Canada to live with an uncle for six 
months when he was 6, and then as a 7-year-old he moved to Australia with his 
mother and brother for six months “for a break.” This “break”, apart from Year 3 
back in Korea, turned into nine difficult years of schooling in Australia.  
The first two years (Years 4 and 5) were difficult language-wise but seminal 
for his connection with art and painting: 
I loved drawing—I, like, literally loved it. When I went to the library I used to 
borrow books that, like, how-to-draw-stuff books. And I used to draw all the 
pictures in there … and I used to draw them a lot of times.  
Then at the beginning of Year 6 Macy enrolled at Linwood High as a day boy 
and when his father became sick in Korea and their mother returned home, he moved 
in as boarder in Year 7; then back as a day boy with his mother in Year 9 due to 
fighting; then back to the boarding house in Years 10–12 when his father became 
sick again. His violence and anger escalated in Year 7 in the boarding house and he 
withdrew from all school activities including art and music, because he felt his 
parents had abandoned him: 
My drawing, my music, all my, like, favourite stuff, I stopped in Year 6. 
Because I think that’s when I moved to the boarding house and that’s when I 
got really sad and stuff, ’cause I think my mum, my mum ditched me. And 
that’s when lots of things changed in my life … Well, I used to fight a lot since 
Grade 4. But Year 6 and Year 7 it got really worse.  
The second move back to the boarding house in Year 10 saw another rapid 
decline, including self-harm and plummeting academic results, so much so that he 
considered returning to Korea and forgoing his dream of becoming a veterinarian. 
His mother had to return to Australia to give him “the courage to study”: 
If she didn’t then I probably couldn’t actually start Year 12. She got me a tutor, 
she got me tutors and stuff. So all my marks increased to A+, and As.  
Macy’s emotional landscape was dominated by his sense of being ditched, and 
his attachment issue with his parents and money dominated his vocational landscape. 
In fact, his parents impacted on vocational choice because of money: 
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My parents can’t afford me to do a course like six years or something so they 
want me to finish in four years.  
This was reflexive budgeting, weighing up and comparing options based on a 
measurable commodity: “without money I can’t actually do what I want.” 
Some options with fiscal potential were ruled out for other reasons. Macy’s 
mother suggested becoming a pilot “because one of my mum’s friends, her husband 
is a pilot and he earns a lot of money and he’s happy about it and told me that it’s a 
fun job”, but, “well I’m wearing glasses and I’m not used to sitting around and going 
to high places”. Macy entertained other ideas. He considered joining the Korean 
Mafia with the (movie-like) potential to make a lot of money: 
I wanted to go mafia in Korea and then, I don’t know, I watch a lot of movies 
and I thought it’s funny. Then I saw it in real life and realised that it’s not as 
funny as in the movie … all the bad people went to jail and stayed there.  
He considered becoming a flutist: 
I loved the flute. I really loved to flute. I used to be really good at it and then my 
mum actually couldn’t see my job as a flutist … but then I realised that I have to 
wake up really early to do the flute. I wasn’t interested in that part, so I stopped 
playing.  
And a zookeeper with the chance of working with animals and veterinarians:  
The reason why I actually considered zookeeper was I played a game in Year 8 
called Zoo Tycoon, something like that. It was making a zoo and putting 
animals in there and then making money and stuff. Was really fun and I thought 
in real life if I can be a zookeeper I can make a really good zoo. And be really 
happy. But, I, yeah, I realised that [it takes] a lot of money to start this zoo, so I 
just gave up on that part.  
Macy was imaginative. He could imagine options, place himself in those roles 
in the future, deliberate, debate, and evaluate outcomes and then decide about ruling 
them in or out, but ultimately all important decisions required parental approval. 
Macy probably needed this oversight because his vocational story was rife with 
confusion. Some decisions were awkwardly complicated and in his early years he 
had some trouble connecting his imaginings with the real world: 
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When I was young, I didn’t know much about real life. And I thought 
everything in the movies was real. That’s when I wanted to be a criminal. 
And then, of course, up until the age of 11, he wanted “to be a dog”.  
But there were two options that persisted, veterinarian and artist, and Macy and 
his parents had an uneasy relationship with both. Each option required focused 
reflexive deliberation in order to agree that each was independently acceptable, and 
then, having accepted them both as options, a decision had to be made about which 
would be done first. This was a reflexive balancing act and both options had points 
for and against them and in relation to their relative ordering: 
And I had a chance to choose between vet and artist …Well, now I choose vet, 
but I was going towards artist ... Then I realised I can do both. Because I can do 
both, because my mum doesn't stop me and I want to do both. So I chose to do 
both, well, first vet to make money, then if I have enough time I’ll go back to 
university to do an art course.  
His love of animals seemed instinctive: “just looking at them makes me happy 
… staring at it and I’m, like, smiling.” They provided him with unconditional love 
and he seemed to lose track of time when he was with them: “They will love me back 
no matter what … I don’t know how, but just looking at them takes my whole time 
away.” But this was time wasted according to his parents: 
My parents hate that, they want me to use that time … they hate dogs, hate 
animals … They hate them, but I love them and they hate me loving them but I 
hate them hating them.  
His grandmother’s dog was a favourite and he was heartbroken when he 
watched it die when he was 7. He felt he had let the dog down. He loved the dog, 
showered with him, and he was there when he was born and when he died:  
Just the fact when I was looking at it I actually didn’t know anything about that 
he was dying and I just don’t like things going around without me knowing 
stuff. I just like to have things in control, you know, control of things in my 
range.  
And:  
Yeah, because he’s part, like he was part of my life and was very important to 
me. He was like my best friend and then he died and I was, like, why couldn’t I 
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do anything about it? Why didn’t I know that he was going to die? I knew that 
he was sick but I didn’t think he was going to die. But if I was a vet, if I had 
more knowledge about it maybe, yeah, I could have known that he was going to 
die. Maybe I could have done something more for him, I could have bathed him 
or … 
The sense of loss of control was palpable: “I just like to have things in control, 
you know, control of things in my range.” And the connection his mother made for 
him years later about becoming a veterinarian was timely. Here was the link between 
animals and a highly paid job that gave Macy the impetus to work hard academically, 
that connected him with the real world, and he wasn’t wasting his time just being 
with animals. He could now “put that time in more useful ways.” The tension 
between Macy and his parents around his love of animals dissipated: 
And I just like animals more than anything else so living with animals, creating 
a job with animals that have a relationship to animals and helping them – that’s 
a great thing to me. So I thought being a vet is a great choice. My mum said it 
earns a lot of money, so that’s good. And she suggested that it’s a good idea to 
be a vet; it’s a fun job … you would love it, because she knows that I love 
animals. 
Becoming a veterinarian was his ticket to money, which could free him up to 
be an artist, but his academic results and his emotional tone plummeted in Year 11: 
I studied hard in Year 11 but still my marks dropped and I didn’t know how to 
fix it … I don’t know what happened … I was dropping my marks. And that’s 
when I lost it and just felt bad. 
He needed results in the top 10 per cent of the state for entry into this course at 
university and Macy’s mother had to return from Korea in Year 12 to get him back 
on track—otherwise “I think I would have just quit and gone to Korea”. Macy 
required regular reassurance about his abilities, particularly from his parents and he 
felt most capable when they were close by: 
I called my mum several times about that this year. I just cry about that. And 
my mum told me that your brother got Ds and Cs through Year 11. In Year 12 
his marks increased to As, and A+s and he got an OP3. So you shouldn’t worry 
about that. But my brother was really smart and I wasn’t. I was, like, that’s not 
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possible for me. Might have been possible for him, but you know I’m stupid 
and I can’t do this stuff. 
In his heart Macy was an artist: 
I think I was born with it but I was really good at it … people liked it, I liked it, 
teachers liked it. My parents liked it. So I thought art’s really fun, actually like 
major when I go to university … I’m not sure why I like it or how I like it, I just 
like the fact that I’m painting. Like the time that I’m painting, like when I’m 
focussing on painting just makes me feel really happy. When I finish I feel 
really, really, happy and usually when I paint, after I paint I show tonnes of 
people. They say it’s good work; it’s beautiful so I feel happy about other 
people’s comments. 
His mother was artistic, “she showed me how to draw and stuff like that”, and 
his father studied Chinese art and philosophy. Macy knew from an early age that 
artists like Picasso could earn a lot of money and that a Korean artist had earned a 
million dollars with a single brushstroke. Artists could potentially pass the money 
test: 
Yeah, a single stroke … a bit of perfect grinding, perfect colour … it was a 
single stroke and it was a million dollars. But the price had got me interested in 
art section. Then I learned more about that art, like how he painted, what it 
means. It’s quite interesting how that single stroke meant more things than what 
it looks like. 
He had learnt that paintings were more than just brush strokes and were the 
subject of individual interpretation and meaning: “how that single stroke meant more 
things than what it looks like.”. This seemed to be important, and his art teacher in 
Year 10 thought he had talent. Even so, he had doubts about whether he was really 
good enough: “I think I am good at it but I am not sure if that’s true.”  
Macy craved approval. This approval was sustenance and he fed off it for his 
general and academic self-worth, and for his artistic development. The interest 
generated by a painting of his father in Year 9 was such an example, and a turning 
point for him emotionally and for his artistic aspirations. Prior to this he had given up 
on everything:  
Then when I restarted art in Year 9, I did a painting of my father. And then I got 
A+ for that. I don’t know how … and everyone liked it, everyone thought it was 
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really realistic and good. Even my art teacher was, like, this is really good and 
my dad really loved my, his drawing, like the painting of him, and I loved it too. 
And that’s, like, the key point of my life that I actually thought to be an artist.  
One year later he accepted an offer from his parents to study art for three 
months full-time in Korea, after which “when people saw my drawing they thought it 
was actually like an artist’s drawing”. He now had to make a choice. Stay in Korea 
and train as an artist, or return to Australia and become a veterinarian.  
Advice from his parents around this decision was conditional and equivocal. 
His mother “thought I was really good at art and she thought I should be an artist. 
But she also thought I shouldn’t.” His father was against it as his mainstream 
profession, and both parents thought that the money they were spending on his 
education was being wasted on this as an outcome: 
So my father didn’t like being, didn’t like the thought of being an artist. My 
mother sort of liked it but she was on my father’s side.”  
His mother’s compromise was for him to become an artist in Korea, but Macy 
wasn’t sure he wanted that: “I’m not sure if I can make that choice.” His parents 
made it very clear that they would not be supporting him financially after school and 
certainly not through a long apprenticeship as an artist:  
When I graduate or when I become 20, they will quit all the sponsoring of 
money and I should live by myself and they will never give me any part of their 
money. 
Macy eventually decided on becoming a 
veterinarian, “so the money would be vet but 
fun would be art.” His art would be taken 
seriously, but it was planned to be an enjoyable 
time after being a vet, “but that enjoyment 
would be taken seriously in actually studying 
art school”. He would “retire” on his earnings 
from being a vet and live the simple life as an 
artist away from other people: 
and I’m not planning to get married to other 
people. I just want to live by myself. So not  
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that much money would be needed. So if I can get my house and, you know, 
money to eat … I’ll just use the other monies to be an artist. 
Macy’s life journey had been troubled, but a vision for the future arose out of 
this adversity. His parents had “ditched” him in Australia and for much of his early 
schooling he was angry, violent, and depressed, unable to form friendships or even 
tolerate physical contact with his peers. For most of his later schooling he was able 
to, with much effort, mask his anger and loathing towards others and present a happy 
face, but this anger and loathing seemed to turn inwardly on himself.  
Any need for affection was met through engagement with animals in that 
through them he could give and receive affection in an uninhibited and unconditional 
way. His preferred future life was as an unmarried, frugal, and reclusive artist. 
Macy was adjudged as a communicative reflexive based on Archer’s (2003) 
ICONI. His communicative result was a “perfect” 7, and certainly this score 
dominated the other scores: autonomous 4⅓, meta-reflexive 3⅔, and fractured 1⅝. 
The fact that Macy seemed to rely so heavily on his parents for vocational 
positioning was not so much about his need to converse with them as trusted 
interlocutors (Archer, 2008) plotting a return to the familiar in Korea, but more of a 
reflection of his need to seek approval from the parents who “ditched” him.  
Macy was not endorsing a move back to Korea to work as a veterinarian or an 
artist. He was programmed, almost coerced, to veer away from his cultural roots 
towards contextual discontinuity (Archer, 2003). Perhaps this was his parent’s “gift”: 
a shot at upward mobility through exposure to the world stage; vocational tough 
love; a vocational version of the means (displacement from the natal home and 
culture, anger, violence, depression, reactive attachment, and a tendency towards 
lifelong mental ill health) justifying the end (English speaking, exposure to the world 
stage, and set on a life path that certainly his parents were happy with, and he would 
thank them for later). Macy had been pushed “out of the nest” to fend for himself as 
soon as he was (supposedly) capable.  
But this “abandonment” did not bring with it vocational decision-making 
autonomy. Macy still felt compelled to check in with his parents before any final 
decisions were made about planned future action, and not for the perpetuation of the 
status quo and contextual continuity (Archer, 2012), quite the opposite. His (or his 
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parents’) stance towards society (Archer, 2012) was certainly focused and strategic, 
but not through the subordination of other options for the purposes of upward 
mobility. He only had two options and much of his reflexive time was spent 
managing the decision about which one, and if both, then in what order. Yes, the first 
option (veterinarian) was a strategic decision to make money and spend time with 
animals, designed to give birth to the second (artist), but not for the purposes of 
future mobility through social advantage, Archer’s (2003) autonomous reflexive. 
This path seems more meta-reflexive (Archer, 2003, 2012) in that his forward 
progression involved a kind of vocational subversion, paying the price of the former 
in order to reap the benefits of the latter (Archer, 2008), though never with an eye on 
social status or with the meta-reflexive’s tendency towards social transformation 
(Archer, 2012).  
Maybe he was wedded to the familiar by emulating elements of his mother’s 
love of arts and craft, his father’s mastery of Chinese art, language, and philosophy, 
and his grandmother’s love of animals—just not in Korea.  
Macy’s vocational identity was revealed as imagined future potential (Ibarra & 
Petriglieri, 2010) in his final narrative that evolved from a complex recipe of 
exploration and commitment involving a belief in the continuity of oneself over time 
(Pasupathi & Weeks, 2010), the future potential conferred on him by his parents, and 
the influence of narrative for identity construction (McAdams, 1995, Pasupathi & 
Weeks, 2010). He revealed proto-commitments (Archer, 2012) that grew and 
persisted (love of animals, love of art, requirement for money), which, along with 
other environmental influences, had to be weighed against potential vocational 
options. This weighing revealed itself throughout his interviews as vigorous internal 
conversation during which options were discerned (mafia, pilot, zookeeper, vet, 
artist), constraining and enabling environmental factors deliberated (money, parents, 
academic ability, mental health), and discretionary outcomes dedicated (Australian 
university and veterinarian, followed by art college and artist). The result was a 
combination of Savickas’s (2002a) vocational identification through growth and 
exploration, and Archer’s (2003, 2012) reflexive mediation by internal conversation.  
Macy’s story was shared openly with his peers and the researcher, but he made 
no attempt to use (nor did he appear to need) the e-portfolio as a stable for vocational 
artefacts or as an organising tool for meaning and cohesion. On each occasion that he 
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was interviewed and during his final narrative, his story was consistent and 
expansive, if a little disjointed. Over the period of data gathering Macy’s growing 
self-awareness became indivisibly enmeshed with his future vocational imaginings. 
His storying showed evidence of a reflexive dialectic within which internal 
conversation revealed how context influences, and in turn is influenced by, 
individuals. This mimics Savickas’s (2005) recursive embrace, whereby the self and 
society, both constantly changing, are never aligned, and where at best occupational 
congruence is ephemeral. 
Discussion 
Storying helped develop meaning for Macy about himself and about the relationship 
between his past and future, but the researcher and his peers also helped him 
deconstruct and reconstruct his story through recursive (re)interpretation. In this way 
Macy’s story, itself an interpretation, benefits from feedback for cohesion and 
authenticity (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010), and describes his (provisional) vocational 
identity in the form of an open-ended, dialogical, and narrative engagement with the 
world (Raggatt, 2006)—provisional because transitional identities are first formed 
without knowing the end of the story (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010). 
Macy could be identified as different in the many ways that all adolescents 
differ from each other, with different backgrounds, social, cultural, and academic 
contexts, resilience and explorative behaviours (Burrow & Hill, 2011; Eccles, 2009; 
McMahon et al., 2004), but as the same as other adolescents in the context of having 
to bring this situational diversity to bear on the necessary transition from school. 
There was no recourse to written stories for Macy. There was no need to have 
to read over past recollections; they readily came to hand. Remembering was easy—
putting the final story together in a cohesive fashion was more problematic. Macy 
had difficulty polishing the story, but I suspect this was more about his English 
language ability. This poses questions about storied identity—just how much 
narrative cohesion is enough for the purposes of transition; just how much identity is 
sufficient? Perhaps just enough to give meaning to the jump from one identity to the 
next.  
Macy had no difficulty narrating a final story. The internal organising and 
meaning-making/decision-making emerged from face-to-face interviews and his own 
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internal reflections in their own time, some of which were intuitive and automatic, 
requiring little effort to rationalise in the vocational schema, while other reflections 
required internal/external reflexive mediation. What this research suggests is that this 
process takes time, and time should be set aside for the process. What are needed are 
time and a process. The research suggests the process is more appropriately 
dialogical, more about talking the story into existence.  
Macy was capable of holding and linking biographically relevant event-stories 
in his working memory and manipulating/organising them into a rich, varied, and 
enduring verbal repertoire without recourse to visual cues. The vocational 
information reflected on the influences, artefacts, and back-stories. Within those, the 
elements requiring conscious reflexive effort seemed so familiar to him that he had 
little difficulty formulating a verbal narrative, with practice. 
To understand Macy was to connect with his sense of loss and abandonment, 
and his constant need for approval from his parents. Early on he was a brawler, angry 
with his world and the people in it, yet capable, as he moved into senior schooling, of 
suspending elements of his personality (outward expressions of anger and “hatred” 
towards people) in order to achieve a very specific vocational outcome: to make 
money as a veterinarian in order to be able to live the quiet, monastic life of an artist. 
Marcy was content to live in a world without people. This was apparently very 
strategic autonomous thinking, but with no intent to improve his social status, and 
conceived only with the approval of his parents, who remained vigorously focussed 
on Macy’s success as a competent English speaker on the world stage. 
Macy was an efficient reflexive. His internal deliberations about his two 
favoured options, artist and veterinarian, were colourful and purposeful. They 
represented a reflexive balancing act full of imagery, positioning, weighing up, and 
balancing—money first and then the simple life of an artist. Macy was self-made; his 
self-conceptions were well formulated and strongly asserted; and he used this self-
knowledge to reflexively “referee” the battle between circumstance and possible 
options in order to navigate an outcome agreeable to himself and his parents. 
Figure 5.18 below demonstrates Macy as self-made with a comprehensive list 
of dispositions and narrative construction skills, significant indicators of his ability to 
be able to mediate the impingement of circumstance on his two keenly anticipated 
options, that of veterinarian and artist. He really only relied on, and was answerable 
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to, his parents. In this regard he was fiercely communicative, and although displaced 
in a foreign country, his heart is still very much at home with his parents (who 
“ditched” him). 
Figure 5.18: Factors influencing the development of Macy’s critical vocational identity 
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5.6 PETER 
Figure 5.19: Peter’s background story 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
  
  
  
  
 
  
Born in India—Prep in English speaking school but 
English not native tongue. 
Moved to Australia at age 5. Ringwood 
Preschool, then Year 1–3 at Ringwood State 
School. Poor English, lazy eye with a patch 
meant no friends up till the end of Year 1. 
Moved to Granville at 9 years of age and 
completed Years 4–7 at Granville State School. 
Family built and moved to Mansford during Year 6, but 
stayed at Granville State School till the end of Year 7. 
Linwood High 
Years 8–12. 
Father—GP, Surgeon; Mother—teacher. 
Prefect; Debating Year 8–10; Cricket Year 8; Brain-ways Year 8/9; 
Academic Excellence Years 8–12; Volleyball Years 8-12 (Half 
Colours); Mentor; Photography Club Year 9; Football Years 8–12; 
Red Shield Appeal; 40 Hour Famine; Theatre Years 10/12 (Half 
Colours). 
Accepted offer for Bachelor of Economics/Bachelor 
of Science, UQ—OP1. 
Father shifted to IT and did Microsoft 
Certification—programming for large 
companies. Travelled a lot and eventually 
settled in Australia. 
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Figure 5.20: Relationship between Peter’s vocational options and circumstances 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Year 1—Space, Moon, and Mars 
Resisted family links with medicine (father), 
and projected OP1 led to pressure and guilt—
did not want the responsibility nor the UMAT 
preparation and sacrifice to get there. A 
fascination with the ear and the human mind. 
Family friend an actuary. Father organised a 
talk with a Maths professor, and spoke to a 
partner in a large accounting firm. Systematic 
and analytical thinker. Loved Mathematics. 
Parents were a big influence—father changed 
jobs late in career and said, “don’t follow the 
money, the money will follow you”. They 
encouraged good results but did not push. 
They ‘guided mentally and emotionally’ and 
did not support the cultural pressures. 
Year 2—fascination with insects 
Year 3—amphibians 
Early link with university due to failure at 
sports. In Year 10 he made a serious effort to 
choose subjects of interest—no interest in 
Biology, but good at Maths and Sciences. 
Maths B/C, Physics, English, Chinese, and 
Chemistry chosen. 
“Quite comfortable making my own decisions 
and doing it myself.” 
Entomologist 
Years 4–7 changed schools, changed friends, 
leg spin bowler, fancied international cricket 
career—Warnie. 
Year 9/10—fascination with chocolate and 
chocolate ads on TV; kept a “chocolate” diary 
and logbook with taste, texture, emotions. 
Chocolatier 
Year 7/8 talks with a geologist 
Geologist 
B Econ/B Science with 
some Psychology 
Astronaut 
Zoologist 
Cricketer 
University 
Audiology 
Actuary, Actuarial 
Science, Corporate 
Services, Finance, 
Investment Banking 
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Peter was born in India, the elder of two children. His mother is a teacher and 
his father a doctor who is also skilled in homeopathy. His father shifted into IT as a 
systems analyst later in life and travelled the world fulfilling contracts for large 
companies. The family eventually settled in Australia when Peter was 5 years of age. 
Peter arrived at Ringwood Preschool in Brisbane with little or no English and a lazy 
eye with a patch emblazoned with a pirate’s ship. Peter had no friends for two years 
and from this point he emerged as his own person, inspired to make his own 
decisions and to forge his own pathway through life. He listened and took advantage 
of others who were influential, but quite clearly the decisions were his. 
Peter was academically gifted and his 5 years of private schooling also showed 
him to be a leader (school prefect), with a wide array of interests including cricket, 
volleyball, football, debating, photography, theatre, and service to the community. 
From an early age he viewed life through a vocational lens and up until Year 10, 
school subjects, teachers, sport, and even TV advertisements inspired him towards 
becoming an astronaut, an entomologist, a zoologist, a cricketer, a geologist, a 
chocolatier, and an architect—all positions requiring significant university 
qualifications and offering considerable standing in the community: 
I wanted to be a chocolatier at one stage, in high school, and that was my love 
of chocolate, I had that from a young age. And I saw this, actually I can show 
you this Lindt ad …Yeah, so I wanted to, my idea was to go to Switzerland, 
work in one of these Lindt chocolate factories and then eventually have my own 
factory and buy these guys out, so. 
Even at this early stage he was positioning himself as a high-flyer: to “have my 
own factory and buy these guys out.” This is an early sign of Peter’s need for a job 
with considerable community standing and high income, positioning him as 
strategically upwardly mobile, someone that Archer (2003, 2008, 2012), would 
describe as reflexively autonomous.  
This was Peter the “day-dreamer”, lost in imagination and imaginary 
conversations but not anchored in reality; “up till Years 8, 9, 10 … there was no real 
aim ... every year my interests were changing … and there was no real thought 
behind what was actually realistic”: 
Interestingly enough I actually learnt to bowl the wrong ’un before I learnt to 
bowl the leg spinner. And so that was sort of an interesting thing and when I 
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told friends that I would like cricket, they’d always ask me, being Indian, is 
Tendulkar your idol and interestingly I’d say no, it was Warnie … that was an 
idealistic dream at that point – I’d be some professional cricketer and play for 
maybe Australia or India. 
But this changed in Year 10 around subject selection time for senior schooling, 
and Peter the dreamer became Peter the instrumental rationalist, and Peter the 
archetypal academic (Archer, 2012). In the three years from Year 10 until transition 
from Year 12 he became the (autonomous) instrument of his own destination. Whilst 
he formulated his own vocational decisions (he was his own man), his external 
engagement with trusted others (Archer, 2012) contributed to his internal 
conversation about discretionary outcomes. As transition grew closer, internal 
conversation focused more on weighing up and clarifying issues around the more 
realistic outcomes of mathematics or medicine.  
He had to weigh up the “medical model” championed by his father, his father’s 
friends, his peers, and his projected OP1, against the “mathematical model” 
supported also by his parents, other academics and adult mentors, and his own love 
of mathematics. Opinion about both seemed compelling and discordant to his self-
understanding in equal proportion, and it was the narrated responses to these offered 
opinions, in which he shunned and repudiated some arguments and welcomed others 
as harmonious (Archer, 2012), that revealed the extent of his reflexive mental 
activity.  
This internal debate was more about promoting “contextual discontinuity” than 
maintaining and protracting “contextual continuity” (Archer, 2012). Peter had to 
deliberate over two “worthy” vocational options sufficient to eliminate one of them 
and still preserve a vocation offering social advantage; a means to an end, not an end 
in itself. This defined him as strategically competitive and aligned him vocationally 
with the economic growth and development of market and state (Archer, 2008).  
His seemingly proto-typical adolescent competitiveness was reinforced by 
trusted interlocutors who were themselves engaged in the same struggle for 
competitive advantage: Peter’s father, who moved from medicine to corporate 
analyst, university professors in mathematics, accountants and actuaries, and his 
peers, mostly infected with the same social competitiveness as their parents. These 
trusted people are often themselves actively caught up in the need “to initiate, 
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evaluate and arbitrate between alternative forms of strategic action” (Archer, 2012, 
p. 43).  
In this regard, Peter was both inspired and frightened by his father’s corporate 
philosophy. He was encouraged to strive to be a professional and to position himself 
at the top of this profession. Position, power, status, and money were comfortable 
guiding principles: 
In that regard Dad has always said don’t follow the money, the money will 
follow you if you’re that inclined to work that hard and get up the corporate, so 
always think about management and project managing or business in that sense. 
Don’t think of working for someone else because to get really far you want to 
move up, move yourself up.  
That is, choose what you want to do but always do so with an eye on the 
outcome; be strategic. His father moved from medicine to IT at a time when it was 
unpopular to do so, because most who moved were from an engineering background: 
It kind of frightens me to an extent because he had to struggle quite a bit to 
establish himself … he was one of the first to move from medicine or doctor to 
go to IT.  
Similarly, the Queensland Overall Position (OP) system for transition to 
university both initiates and perpetuates this situational logic of competition (Archer, 
2012); a good result can only be achieved at the expense of others who are trying to 
do equally as well. An OP is determined by an individual’s position in three groups 
relative to others in the same groups: two in-school groups and one intra-state group. 
For those trying to achieve well this process has a gladiatorial edge; it is openly 
competitive. Academics like Peter (Peter was a projected OP1, which is as good as 
you get) generally become enmeshed in this struggle in Year 10 with strategic 
subject selections relevant for the next two years of their senior schooling. Senior 
schooling for committed academics is dominated by this peer-led competition and 
often accompanied by a parental and institutional (often private school) hegemony 
framed around “success by OP”. 
Peter felt pressured to make a decision about his future: “When I think about the 
future I feel pressured to decide on my career path quickly.” He felt pressure to 
decide because many of his friends already had a clear pathway in mind: 
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I had a lot of friends there who, ever since Year 11 they wanted to do medicine. 
And all of that’s something that I didn’t want to do. I felt pressured by them, 
that they had already had such a clear idea in their mind ... and I was still 
searching things through and trying to decide on what I wanted to do.  
There was pressure to decide. His father worked for many years to become a doctor 
and then didn’t like it: “This worried me because I did not want to find myself in the 
same situation.” He was being propelled towards medicine from peers and family 
friends, but he wasn’t engaged with the idea: “from an early age I never wanted to 
get into the medical profession.” He felt some guilt about the possibility of letting 
himself and others down by not entering a profession he was capable of achieving. 
He was likely to “waste” his OP1:  
Okay, well like a lot of our family friends here they’re also immigrants from 
India and a lot of them are like ENT surgeons or in the ICU and they’re doing 
really well now so that’s always been that and a lot of their kids are now out of 
school and most of them have got OP1s and gone into medicine. So there was 
always that sort of pressure. Like I’ve always seen people who do get OP1s go 
into medicine. That was an association that my brain made. So the definition of 
that sort of success is they all just go into medicine. So that was always the sort 
of pressure, I think, I put on myself. Like, do I want to? I obviously want to be 
there. I want to get that OP1, just like they did, but I was never convinced that I 
wanted to use that and go into medicine. So that sort of pressure even at school, 
like a lot of friends now, they’re all serious about UMAT and stuff and they’ve 
obviously thought you need to do well, you have to assume you’re getting that 
OP1 and move on. You better be convinced about that and all they’re thinking 
about is medicine and I’ve never felt that sort of passion to do medicine as well, 
but there was that pressure. 
Then there was the time commitment:  
When we were spoken to by some UQ students, they told us it takes about 15 
years to get into a specialised field. That was more schooling than I had done so 
far. Immediately I was having second thoughts.  
And he was worried about the responsibility that came with the profession, about 
having someone’s life in his hands and not getting it right: 
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One part of me used to agree with the doctors when they said it was one of the 
most rewarding careers. But then I used to think to myself it’s only rewarding if 
you get the job done right. I would picture myself in an operating theatre ... a 
momentary distraction, a momentary lapse in focus … And I was there in front 
of his family, forced to tell them the news, but not brave enough to tell them it 
was my fault. I would think of scenarios like this and it made me question 
whether I could handle that. I love helping people, but I hate failure. 
Transition to a first-step destination was clearly important to him, and this 
transition was confused by an apparent need to decide quickly about destination, a 
need to match the expectations of his peers and his parents’ friends, a need to 
maximise the advantage from an OP1, and a need to match his own vocational self-
conceptions to this outcome. These were emergent properties (Archer, 2008), 
environmental circumstances, framed against Peter’s concern about an imagined 
vocational future (in this case, medicine), sufficient to activate reflexive internal 
debate to “discern”, “deliberate” and “dedicate” (Archer, 2003) on a course of action 
regarding, in this instance, the efficacy of a life in medicine. That this (conscious) 
personal power of reflexivity was activated suggests that the topic was important to 
Peter; otherwise it would have been dealt with in a more unconscious and intuitive 
manner. The debate was further framed by Peter’s emerging upward social mobility 
and, perhaps not surprisingly, therefore, he was judged by Archer’s (2003) ICONI as 
autonomous.  
Peter’s internal conversations map this medicine debate as strategic and are 
characterised by reflexive language triggers and cues: “I used to think to myself …”, 
“I would think of scenarios …”, “So, that was always the sort of pressure I think I 
put on myself. Like do I want to ...”, and “I would picture myself in an operating 
theatre.” These cues on the one hand helped him to rationalise his position in the 
medicine debate (it’s not for me), and on the other hand freed him up to consider an 
alternative to medicine such as mathematics. In his senior years Peter was resolving 
the issues with medicine and at the same time positioning himself for mathematics, 
asking himself what’s wrong with medicine (budgeting, weighing up, clarifying), and 
then what’s right with mathematics (budgeting, weighing up and clarifying).  
Peter chose a broad array of subjects at the end of Year 10 designed to cover 
the prerequisites for all the degrees because he had no real idea of what he wanted to 
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do and he wanted to reduce school to just doing as well as he possibly could, rather 
than worry about destination. Slowly, however, the idea of mathematics intruded on 
his thinking in Year 11: 
And the sort of realisation that maths was something that I really loved doing. I 
found it, revising for other subjects. I’d push them off and do maths revision 
first, ’cause that’s something that I enjoyed. Because I could do it and it made 
sense to me. That sort of realisation I came to quite early on in Year 11. And 
I’ve realised that I wanted to have some career that had something to do with 
mathematics.  
And: 
It makes sense to me. I like the – I have a knack for it, I guess, in maybe my 
thinking style. And I’m able to make the sort of conclusions that you’re 
required to make and those assumptions and try and prove that you know … 
and, like, especially with problem solving that I try and find different ways to 
solve a problem and that makes me a little more open and more creative. And I 
like that absoluteness of getting an answer and that is the answer.  
Peter understood that he was tuned into mathematics: “my thinking style ... 
different ways to solve a problem … makes me a little more open and more 
creative.” There was congruence between himself and the mathematical method. But 
could he match these attributes with a relevant vocational outcome as he tried to 
answer the question about what constitutes a career in mathematics?  
Peter took advice from accountants about statistics and financial mathematics 
(“and that sort of clicked with me even more than algebra”), from another family 
friend who was an actuary, someone who modelled real-life situations with 
mathematical algorithms (“and that just seemed really cool, to be able to do that and 
link the real world with mathematics … something that had practical application, not 
just sitting in a room doing mathematical equations”), from a university professor in 
mathematics, and from his parents (“guiding me through and just sort of supporting 
me emotionally and mentally”). Peter decided on a double degree in economics and 
mathematics, tying together statistics and financial mathematics and leaving the door 
open “to move on to actuarial studies as a masters”. 
Peter was his own man. He was happy to take advice but the decisions were his and 
he was comfortable with this situation: 
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I’ve always been told that I tend to internalise my feelings … and I would like 
to think I’ll get where I am by myself without help … that sort of satisfaction 
that I’ve achieved something by myself has been very important to me. That’s 
why I’ve refused help from anyone with anything. It’s always I wanted to get 
there on my own, and I felt that that would be very important to me in the future 
when I didn’t have people to help me. 
Peter wanted to progress on his own terms towards the top and a position of 
power and privilege. Decisions were his own, but in this instance the choice was 
between jobs with high visibility and status. He wanted to be like the accountant with 
an amazing office at the top of the building with an amazing view: 
to be able to sit there and have that sort of view – obviously, those are 
associated with people who are high up in a post and I wanted to be high up … 
I’m managing people, I’m leading people, and that’s something that I wanted to 
do.  
Peter’s ability to reflect on past events and imagine future ones, and, in 
particular, his recall of relevant stories, was an asset for the development of his 
vocational narrative. His ability to speak his story into existence and to dovetail this 
with internal conversation about the resolution of the impingement of context on 
outcome was a real strength. He understood himself, and could position that 
understanding in relation to his past and present context, in story form.  
There was no developed sense of a future need for dense and continuous 
contact with trusted interlocutors, and the social immobility expected of 
communicative reflexives (Archer, 2008), nor a sense of the development of 
vocational commitments incongruous with the values of Peter’s natal background, as 
expected with meta-reflexives (Archer, 2008). His discretionary vocational decisions 
were less about occupational self-sacrifice (communicative) and more about 
progression up the occupational hierarchy through self-disciplined dedication, more 
in line with Archer’s (2003) autonomous mode.  
Whilst such a stance can be linked to Archer’s (2003) autonomous mode, 
Peter’s natal background does not match with Archer’s (2012) conception of what 
shapes an autonomous reflexive. His parents are together and in a durable 
relationship and he hasn’t had independence thrust upon him as a consequence of 
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family breakdown such as divorce or separation, unlike Archer’s (2012) archetypal 
autonomous reflexives. 
Furthermore, by way of matching 
elements defining Archer’s (2012) 
meta-reflexives, Peter’s parents did 
remove themselves from decision-
making (although there was no 
suggestion of mixed messages from 
them), and although not “fiercely 
individuated and insistent upon being 
the author of his own values” (Archer, 
2012, p. 301), he seems capable, like 
most meta-reflexives, of resisting 
pressure from his peers and significant 
others including his parents.  
There is no doubt that Peter is 
reflexive. His stance towards society is, 
in Archer’s (2012) terms, 
unambiguously upwardly mobile 
(autonomous). There is no desire to 
maintain the status quo through social 
immobility (communicative), and no 
apparent indecision about how he will 
enact his vision of the future. That is, 
the pathway to social status and his 
expensive and powerful lifestyle suggest no obvious signs of social or lateral 
volatility (meta-reflexive).  
Whilst Peter’s narrative is clearly not mimicking Archer’s (2012) 
communicative modality, his narrative and natal background privilege both autonomy 
and meta-reflexivity (Archer, 2012), and up until Year 10 his lack of direction, his 
vocational flights of fancy (chocolatier and professional cricketer), and the anxiety 
developing from his lack of decision-making relative to his peers suggested he would 
have scored as fractured if he was tested with Archer’s (2003) ICONI in Year 10. 
Just living the story, it seems, is not enough. It 
has to be narrated, not as a monologue, but as a 
reflexive dialogue, and best spoken rather than 
written. Narratability has already been 
recognised by several authors (Josselson, 2004; 
Rhymes, 2003; Savickas, 2011) as relevant for 
the development of adolescent identity, but I 
position this conscious, rational, language–
based skill as most relevant when applied to 
spoken rather than written storytelling.  
Narratability infers the possession of 
intrapsychic personal skills such as problem 
solving, reflexivity (Archer, 2003; Austin, 
2005), and auto-biographicity (Habermas, 
2010), and the interpersonal skill of critical 
discussion (Kurtines, 1999, in Schwartz, 2001), 
sufficient to generate solutions to current 
problems.  
Participants were not at all excited about 
writing their identities, but they were about 
speaking them. The writing task proved too 
ponderous and time consuming and seemed to 
stultify spontaneity surrounding event recall. 
Electronic storying in an e-portfolio was not 
championed by any of the participants. 
Furthermore, participants like Peter seemed 
more excited about their narrative when they 
could share the elements of their story with the 
researcher or their peers in real time. Narrative 
construction seemed to be heightened by social 
interaction and vocational meaning seemed 
best developed through spoken dialogue. The 
narrative construction of critical vocational 
identity is, at its best, a dialogical social event. 
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Peter’s ICONI scores in late Year 11 were somewhat equivocal except for his 
fractured score: communicative 4, autonomous 5⅔, meta-reflexive 4⅔, and fractured 
1. 
It became evident in Peter’s case that neither natal background nor the ICONI 
scores led to firm and consistent predictions of the way in which he might deliberate 
or have deliberated about his vocational 
concerns. It seems that reflexive modes are 
broken and reformed. However, what does 
seem evident is that being on the lookout for 
confirmation of a predicted dominant mode 
based on these measures can help to 
interrogate the narrative for meaning. 
Knowledge of the ICONI score and the natal 
background can be used as a compass to 
navigate within the narrative and a spotlight to 
highlight consistencies and apparent inconsistencies to help move adolescent 
narratives closer to global cohesion (Habermas, 2010). 
It seems feasible that Peter’s reflexive mode might have changed from 
fractured to autonomous and was trending towards meta-reflexivity at the time of 
transition as he became more comfortable with his decision to pursue mathematics 
over medicine. Because of this trend he became more immune to group pressure and 
indifferent to the expectations of significant others (Archer, 2012), but not trending 
sufficiently to counter the fact that Peter was hoping, like most autonomous 
reflexives, to enjoy an expensive lifestyle, with status, acclaim and significant power 
(Archer, 2012).  
Discussion 
The apparent changes in mode over a relatively short time position transitions such 
as this one from senior schooling to a next-step destination as dynamic, and the story 
that exposes these changes provides further evidence of how narrative facilitates 
“rupture” towards change, allowing people to drive their story prospectively—to be 
the authors of their own story (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010). 
 
0
2
4
6
Peter ICONI scores
Communicative Autonomous
Meta-reflexive Fractured
  
Chapter 5: Participant Stories Reinterpreted 207 
Peter’s story presents a fascinating “arm wrestle” between his competing 
interests in medicine and mathematics. Peter is highly reflexive and my 
reinterpretation of his narrative is full of imagery and positioning, as you would 
expect of an archetypal autonomous reflexive. Peter was able to describe quite 
vividly his childhood links between experience and a job to match that experience 
(fascination with insects and entomologist, for example). Peter, right from Year 1, 
appeared as a young child in a vocational lolly shop—so many exciting stimuli and 
so many available matching jobs. The trend away from this concrete thinking to a 
more formative style occurred quite abruptly in Year 10 as his cognitive skills 
matured along with his reflexive capability.  
Narrating the self, changes the self (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010), and the way 
you deliberate about concerns, and as the narrative changes—as it does with the 
integration of new stories of relevance—so people reinvent themselves and re-
identify prior to, during, and after transitions. Rupture and change are required 
during transitions, and reflexive mode and stance (the way you deliberate on 
circumstance and position yourself in society), having initially gained traction due to 
past events and family background, now intersect with current events and are 
themselves at risk of further change. 
What seems evident is that the reflexive style that mediates concerns within the 
stories that are told, and helps individuals to position (unknowingly) their strategic, 
evasive or subversive stance (Archer, 2012) towards a vocational future, does not 
necessarily remain fixed and may be a temporal reflection of the status of the 
individual relative to their current preparedness to effect transition. That is, the 
relative uneasiness for most in the build up towards the inevitable transition from 
senior school (or any work–life transition) and the prospect of the “leap of faith” 
required to shift from separation towards reorientation may (if temporarily) move 
individuals towards a stressed or fractured reflexive mode, until such time as their 
developing transitional story becomes more coherent, consistent, and meaningful. 
This allows them, as they become more confident, to shift into a mode and stance 
perhaps more consistent with their back-story and the events surrounding their natal 
upbringing. 
This seems consistent with Savickas’s (2002a) concept of engagement with a 
new mini-cycle of growth, exploration, establishment, management, and 
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disengagement at any time that a change in occupational status is considered. 
Whenever a significant work transition is considered, a new self-story crystallises 
around this transition, and as new self-concepts ripen around the prospect of a new 
public occupational role, so is there the possibility that Archer’s (2003) reflexive 
modes and stances may also change to accommodate these periods of increased 
sophisticated vocational activity. This may happen any number of times as 
individuals manage vocational behaviours throughout their career.  
Peter’s story had evident volatility around his reflexive mode. The way in 
which he deliberated on issues of concern while wanting to progress on his own 
terms towards the top and a position of power and privilege meant that his stance 
towards society remained staunchly and persistently strategic and upwardly mobile. 
Figure 5.21 shows the inter-relationships between the influences at play, as Peter 
managed to successfully deliberate on the influence of trusted others and external 
circumstances on the way to working out what was best for him. 
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Figure 5.21: Factors influencing the development of Peter’s critical vocational identity 
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5.7 GRANT 
Figure 5.22: Grant’s background story 
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Figure 5.23: Relationship between Grant’s vocational options and circumstances 
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Grant was a leader and an elite track and field athlete who involved himself in 
many sports and service activities in his secondary school years. He moved from the 
southern states at age 3 and moved into a house in the western suburbs where he 
lived for the next 14 years. Both his parents have PhDs. 
Grant’s vocational choices started to firm up in Year 9, and they progressed in 
a somewhat linear fashion from forensic scientist to physiotherapist, sports scientist, 
and then scientist (geologist). The major influences on these decisions were mainly 
internal, based on his own proto-commitments and self-conceptions (academic 
capability, a fascination with solving mystery, the human body, helping others, 
travel, sport, chemistry, geology, and problem solving). His personal power of 
reflexivity (Archer, 2003) was called upon to create some congruence between these 
dispositions and a final vocational choice.  
Apart from himself as an influence, Grant acknowledged two external factors: 
television and his father. Television advanced his dream-like fascination with 
forensic science in Year 9, and his father was his trusted interlocutor (Archer, 2012), 
his sounding board. Grant sought out his father, in particular, for discussions:  
As a young kid he always said … you should never be a geologist, you know. 
Never really gave a full reason but thinking back I think I know that it was 
because it’s a very cut-throat business and jobs can just come and go like that. 
But now that he knows that this is something that I’ve actually really thought 
about and would like to do, he’s really behind it. 
And:  
He doesn’t push me towards anything but when I did decide most recently that 
I’m thinking of doing geology he wasn’t thrilled at the thought because I think 
he thinks it’s a bit of a downhill job at the moment, but he said he’d support me 
if I wanted to do it ... 
Grant’s father would support him with decisions: “he doesn’t push me towards 
anything.” His mother was the same: “but I think she’d much rather have me stay in 
Brisbane and do something where I’d be guaranteed a job ... I think mothers are a bit 
like that.” It is possible they were “boundary riders”, protecting their son against 
intrusive elements and “protecting a stable environment against wrong doing” 
(Archer, 2012, p. 31). 
  
Chapter 5: Participant Stories Reinterpreted 213 
Grant’s ICONI scores (Archer, 
2003) adjudged him as communicative, 
but all his scores are very similar: 
communicative 5⅓, autonomous 4⅓, 
meta-reflexive 4⅔, and fractured 3½. He 
was very close to having a mandatory 
ruling as fractured as he would have 
been, according to Archer’s (2003) 
scoring system, if he had a score of 4 or 
above. Grant took this test towards the 
end of Year 11, as he was trying to firm 
up decisions concurrently about 
physiotherapy, sports science and science (geology), and the fractured score may 
reflect confusion around the multiplicity of simultaneous stories with significant 
levels of complexity and conflicting voices (Raggatt, 2006).  
Interestingly, his final decision to do a Bachelor of Arts at a local university is 
completely at odds with his earlier (final) intention to pursue a career in geology; 
possibly overseas in a university in Texas, USA, and possibly accompanied with an 
application for a sports scholarship at one of the colleges. The result, however, is in 
line with communicatives’ seemingly vested interests in contextual continuity 
(Archer, 2003) in that, according to Archer (2012, p. 31), they employ “a situational 
logic of correction or protection” to defend what they care about the most in the form 
of mechanisms against a perceived threat of change.  
Grant may have been wedded to the familiar. His agency moved him towards a 
transition decision, but it’s this very agency that exposed him to possible 
communicative, evasive tactics (Archer, 2012) whereby decisions, born out of the 
reflexive mediation of self in relation to circumstance, signal the repudiation of some 
vocational options (America and geology, for example) that do not meet his 
requirement to maintain the familiar. Grant’s final destination decision to go to a 
local university instead of a university in America, as stated in his final narrative, 
was, therefore, not a complete surprise. What was jarring about this decision was the 
choice of arts over science (geology).  
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Interestingly, Grant’s main trusted interlocutor, his father, was strategic and 
worldly and unlikely to endorse conventionalism by “normative binding” (Archer, 
2012, p. 29), whereby Grant’s hopes, dreams and aspirations would be cut down to 
size to maintain custom and practice (Archer, 2012). His father “wasn’t thrilled at the 
thought” of Grant following his trail into geology, but this was just cautionary 
advice: “he said he’d support me if I wanted to do it.” He was still travelling the 
globe with his job in exploration geology, and indeed it was this travel that fascinated 
Grant: “And my dad travelled a lot and still does and that’s why it’s probably 
influenced my decision in relation to the travel.” Travel became a significant hook 
around the idea of university abroad as a first-step destination following graduation. 
His father had wide-ranging experience in his field, sufficient to make him cautious 
on Grant’s behalf, but he wasn’t someone with only limited knowledge of vocational 
alternatives to pass on to Grant through external conversation. He was worldly. 
Despite Grant’s ICONI scores, which implied the risk of social reproduction, 
he was not threatened by the idea of shifting continents and moving away from the 
familiar. However, by narrating his intent in the final graduating story to follow his 
father’s passion for geology, by mimicking his father’s globetrotting from Germany 
to South Africa to Australia towards a PhD and university lecturing, and because his 
father helped many of his friends’ children into the field of geology, perhaps Grant 
was participating in the social reproduction expected of Archer’s (2012) 
communicatives. That is, you do not have to stay at or near the family home to mirror 
social reproduction. That he eventually didn’t do this as a first step may reflect his 
father’s note of caution, or it could be that his decision to study locally was a true 
reflection of what was most important for him—the familiar.  
Grant first dreamed of a realistic job prospect in Year 9. He wanted to be a 
forensic scientist. He was drawn to the romance of solving crimes through scientific 
means (and he liked chemistry) by watching TV shows like NCIS (Naval Criminal 
Investigation Service):  
I was very in to watching crime TV shows, because I loved mystery, kind of 
solve mysteries ... and I’d get to use like chemistry and science as to actually 
solve a crime.  
Grant at 14 years of age was becoming aware of his strengths and interests—
his proto-commitments (Archer, 2012). He had a proclivity for the sciences. He was 
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fascinated with the human body. He was a problem solver; and he loved the romance 
and mystery surrounding forensics: 
And at that it dawned on me that that you could do that. Yeah, so I also loved 
the human body at the time. So I thought, you know, can see where murders and 
mystery, murders occurred by looking at the human body, which was something 
that was very interesting … And anyone who spends a lot of time with me 
knows that I’m very good at doing things like that. 
But there were downsides, and Grant was able to compare these with what was good 
about forensics: 
But I’ve often, like, looked into what those jobs imply. And so forensics, I sort 
of moved on from that because I just didn’t really want to be in a lab looking at 
things all day. 
And:  
I realised that to be a forensic scientist required a fair amount of time in the 
police force before you could go on to be a forensic scientist, something that I 
didn’t overly enjoy the thought of – spending, like, my time in the police force. 
Just because of, yeah, I know lots of the dangers that come with being in the 
police force. Didn’t see it as being me.  
Grant clarified the relationship between the demands and characteristics of the 
job and how this enmeshed with his own self-conceptions: “I know lots of dangers 
that come with being in the police force. Didn’t see it as being me.” This was 
deliberative and reflexive and helped define the relationship between himself and 
forensic science as incongruent; nothing yet of significance for a discussion about 
mode, natal background, or social mobility, but a reflection that contains the first hint 
of the exercising of the personal power of reflexivity, which, according to Archer 
(2012), has the potential to cause (prospective) courses of action. 
Similar reflexive debate occurred around the options of physiotherapy and 
sports science, both of which had appeal but ultimately each failed deliberative 
internal discretionary testing when it came to sorting out and justifying each against 
his self-conceptions. Grant was an elite sprinter and prone to the types of injuries that 
required physiotherapy, particularly towards the end of Year 10 and the early part of 
Year 11. Physiotherapy was a helping industry “and I enjoyed helping people…  and 
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I thought that would be a really cool career choice”. He saw the potential with the 
aging population to “help them stay fit and healthy for as long as possible”. 
Furthermore, physiotherapy fed into his love of the human body, problem solving 
and mystery, and chemistry, without the dangers of forensic science. 
Whilst forensics was “more of a dream … than an actual job goal aspiration”, 
physiotherapy was a realistic option that required more deliberative effort. 
Ultimately, two things in particular led him to reject this as a vocational goal—his 
likely academic results, and the aging population.  
I weighed that decision up because I knew I couldn’t get the [required] OP at 
the time to get into physiotherapy … I think in the end I totally moved away 
from physiotherapy just because I didn’t – because I saw that so many of the 
jobs were working with aged care people and when I first had the thought of 
physiotherapy it was, as I was a sportsperson. So I saw that physios were 
always working with sportspeople but only about 50% of physiotherapists 
actually work with sportspeople. And that’s a pretty small number, for the 
number that’s out there. And then often you get in and then you just stay there 
for a long, long time … 
A degree in sports science now became a more attractive option in the hope 
that he could achieve the OP required, “but it would be touch and go as to whether I 
could get that,” and spend more time with elite athletes: 
I thought that would be more fun because you’d actually get to work with those 
elite sportsmen that I often look up to.  
But this option was quickly superseded by the one option that seemed to have 
been constantly “running in the background” but remained unacknowledged; the one 
option that, more than any other, required an internal (conversational) referee to 
mediate the influences constraining and enabling any decision about becoming a 
geologist just like his father; the one vocation out of all the others considered with a 
university entry score that he felt he could achieve, “…which was science … [with)] 
an OP10, which I can attain”; and it was his parents (his father mostly) who were the 
major influence, sanctioning the idea of travel and study, but providing muted 
support for science and geology as the study component: 
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My mum and dad both had huge influence on telling me and my sister that we 
should both, at university, try to study abroad. 
Grant’s father had warned him against geology and he knew enough to initially 
push the option into the background: 
Originally, I can understand it was never a thought process of mine to be a 
geologist because my dad already being one, I’d actually shunned the idea. I 
thought that it was never a good thing to do because he believed that the 
profession was dying with the reduced production of oil and gas and minerals. It 
was a very difficult one to get into. And it’s often a very cut-throat job, job 
workplace – you can easily just get dropped, drop of a hat.  
The industry had some very obvious difficulties that needed to be understood 
before making a decision, “It was a … difficult one to get into. And it’s often a very 
cut-throat job” with little security of tenure. Despite his father’s qualified support for 
travel and study, there was still ambivalence surrounding long periods of travel away 
from home for work: 
my dad has spent almost the entire, or six months at a time … away, working … 
in a different country… I knew that choosing the geology path would lead to 
travelling a lot. 
But travel was also part of the allure: 
No, I love visiting places that are not like Australia … So I went to Nepal and I 
loved that experience. Because you know, I’d been to Vietnam and Cambodia 
beforehand and I loved that as well because you get to experience a different 
culture … And as I’ve grown into Grade 12 I learnt that I would quite enjoy 
being a geologist, because I also love to travel and doing geology is a lot of 
travel. And I love, as I just said, to look at rocks with my father and, yeah, so 
he’s been a major influence in my decision to do geology.  
Grant and his father decided together that study in America, with the possibility 
of doing a PhD, and the real chance of a sporting scholarship to university, could be 
an attractive option: 
If I could go over to any university over there and complete track and field, I’d 
then have the opportunity after I’ve finished doing that, to maybe go and, to one 
of those bigger universities and get a PhD.  
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But Grant did not want to get ahead of himself. He entertained the idea of study 
overseas and he was keen to be a geologist but was realistic about his options if this 
did not happen: 
I haven’t actually done geology at university or anything yet, so haven’t 
obviously got a job opportunity lined up. It’s just I will give it a go at university 
because I think at this point in time that’s what I’d like to do. If my decision 
changes, then I’ll decide what to do then.  
Grant’s decision to do arts at a local university might be a “holding pattern”—a 
compromise—allowing him to study abroad as an exchange student during the 
course of the degree, and also take some more time, if there are contradictions and 
conflict emanating from his father’s notes of caution, to figure out what’s best for 
him. Maybe he was Archer’s (2003) tyro communicative, protecting his natal context 
forward in time by evading future opportunities that threaten this context. 
Discussion 
Grant’s story was parsimonious in the telling. It was not a great debate involving 
decisions brought on by experiential heterogeneity and workplace unpredictability, 
conditions that are supposed to be affecting adolescent identity and career 
development (Archer, 2012; Burrow & Hill, 2011; Fussell et al., 2007, Savickas, 
2011a, 2012). There was no sense for Grant, as the former authors suggested, that 
“times are a changing,” and every sense that “times, they are the same.”  
Grant was following Savickas’s (2011a) grand narrative of school, work, 
marriage, parenthood, and job maintenance, culminating in career “disengagement” 
in later years. His progress did not suggest that he would be making vocational 
decisions later in life than most other young people (Fussell et al., 2007), and his 
parents still expected that their values would be influential and relevant when he 
came to make decisions. He seemed to be positioned more towards the replication of 
his parents’ and his school’s normative conventionalism, and therefore towards 
Archer’s (2012) social morphostasis—a life with little structural or cultural 
ambiguity and a life as a communicative (Archer, 2003) reflexive. 
Grant spent a lot of energy deliberating about a vocation in which he had no 
first-hand experience, and only his father’s second-hand knowledge. It seemed his 
father was indeed a trusted “significant other”, the person with whom he could seek 
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confirmation and completion of his initial ideas, whereby, according to Archer 
(2012), it’s possible for convention and social solidarity to be re-endorsed. For 
communicatives, this is through external conversations. Grant, however, could expect 
to get sound, worldly advice from his father, which, on the surface at least, eschewed 
conventionalism and normative binding. Nevertheless, Grant expected that the final 
decision was still his to make, even though he was not well prepared to make it.  
Grant’s acceptance of an offer to do a liberal arts degree at a local university, 
something totally different from geology, locally or in America, was a jarring 
contradiction to the decision made in his final narrative some months earlier. Given 
the opportunity to tell his story now, no doubt it would contain significant mention of 
the decision to move away from science into the liberal arts.  
Decisions such as these reinforce the evolving nature of identity construction, 
particularly before and during transition, and strengthen Raggatt’s (2006) notion that 
there is no single story, or single voice for the narrative, but a multiplicity of stories 
with a deep level of complexities and conflicts among voices. The narrative 
generated through storytelling serves an integrative function for these voices, but the 
story is only an interpretation by the teller who is constrained by the degree of clarity 
possible at that time due to multiple and simultaneous story lines. Grant’s relatively 
high fractured ICONI score gives us good reason to think that his transitional story 
was far from solidified at the start of data gathering, and certainly not at the end. His 
reflexive capability was undeveloped. 
Grant’s dispositions and commitments (sport, fascination with the human body, 
chemistry, geology, problem solving, mystery, helping, and travel) seemed stable and 
strengthened by reconsideration, and seemed to be important measures against which 
to balance discretionary decisions entering into his final narrative But his eventual 
choice of a Bachelor of Arts at a local university sometime after his final narrative 
was delivered left room for scepticism regarding the extent to which his vocational 
self-conceptions had solidified. He himself was a poor anchor point around which to 
construct meaning for decision-making. However, a review of his interviews and the 
final story revealed no anxiety attached to his (lack of) decision-making, and he 
seemed quite relaxed in the knowledge that he had the capacity to manage whatever 
challenges emanated from transition.  
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I found the participants’ ICONI scores in Year 11 of great value in this 
research. These scores can help professionals and the subject in different ways. The 
scores provided an anchor around which preliminary interpretations could be made 
“on the run” during interviews about how the “way and why” decisions were made 
by the subject during times of more intense reflexive mediation. My knowledge of 
the score and the theoretical framework that Archer (2003, 2012) had built around 
each score in terms of mode and stance provided a denser framework for discussion 
than just an opinion about whether the subject was engaging in internal conversation.  
Open questions in the interviews could be more directed and I was better 
positioned to guide dialogue that provided a firm platform for constructive reflection 
on the part of the student and if necessary provide a basis for their further 
sophisticated reflexive intervention. This early background knowledge provided by 
the ICONI scores and the guided dialogue it can generate helped facilitate meaning 
and therefore storying and ultimately vocational identification for the participant.  
In Grant’s case, considerable discussion and weight may be placed around his 
intent to move away from the familiar (move to America) in the light of his 
(unknown by him) communicative score, but he may not need to be aware of the 
apparent discordant nature of this impending decision. Discussion thus framed, 
moves reflexive mental activities from an internal to an external dialogical mode 
facilitating feedback, reframing, deconstruction, and reconstruction of the self-story. 
Psychoeducational discussion of Archer’s (2003, 2012) conception of different 
modes and stances, the factors influencing them including natal background, and 
their relationship with reflexivity, may be of no immediate benefit to the subject. 
However, the notion of, and the development of, the personal skill of reflexivity is of 
significance, and professionals may have a role to play in guiding subjects in this 
regard during narrative construction.  
Figure 5.24 below exposes Grant’s modal ambivalence and limited (expression 
of) narrative construction skills as constraining influences on the formulation of his 
critical vocational identity, ultimately adding to his transition indecision. Grant’s 
parents were his only trusted “others”—but even they were unwilling to push in a 
particular direction.  
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Figure 5.24: Factors influencing the development of Grant’s critical vocational identity 
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5.8 HENRY 
Figure 5.25: Henry’s background story 
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Figure 5.26: Relationship between Henry’s vocational options and circumstances 
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AIDS doctor also doing AIDS research. 
Inspired by Year 11 Student/ Scientist Partnership 
Program at QIMR, and by scientific greats who 
were passionate about saving the world and helping 
people; like being a super-hero. 
Learnt through W/E about the importance of 
doctor/patient relationship. Now “just doing my 
own thing, don’t care what others think”. Dreamed 
of Nobel Prize for research. 
Accepted Provisional Entry 
Doctor of Medicine F/T 
University of Queensland 
Medicine 
Doctor/Research 
scientist—Advanced 
tissue regeneration 
 
Battlefield surgeon 
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Henry’s determination as a child, his Catholic upbringing, his grandfather’s 
heart attack, videos of surgical procedures, and conversations with his father were 
early and significant influences urging him towards vocational aspirations in 
medicine and medical research layered with an overarching determination to help 
people through the power of healing:  
My mum always said that I was very competitive even as a kid. Like when I 
was a boy I think my right or left leg was twisted so I couldn’t walk until the leg 
righted itself, which luckily it did. But my dad’s colleague had another son 
around the same age and he was walking and she said I would always be very 
angry because I would try and get up and walk but I couldn’t do it. And yeah, so 
I guess for me it was medical research was just an extension of this passion … 
His Catholic school upbringing was highly persuasive: 
So we would read about, like, Bible stories and the gospels … Jesus would sort 
of be walking around and healing all these single people. So that was very 
interesting for me as well, like, the ability to heal people … that was an 
overarching thing throughout my life.  
As was his grandfather’s heart attack: 
I was always passionate about helping people because of my grandfather’s heart 
disease. So I was like, I was really grateful to the doctor for saving him. So I 
knew that I always wanted to be able to do something that I can have a good 
impact on people’s lives to help them.  
In Grades 5–7 in Taiwan he started to specialise in the physical and biological 
sciences and early on he: 
was very interested in seeing stuff that was alive, so what made humans work, 
what made animals work … I was very interested in biology … I just found it 
clicked, like, very easily for me.  
And this added to the fascination of watching videos of surgical procedures made by 
his father (urologist) and uncle (general surgeon). The blood never affected him, and 
“I guess it ties in with my enjoyment of biology, so this kind of human anatomy and 
stuff really excites me”: 
And often when I’m doing my homework, I’ll actually be watching that sort of 
stuff as well and it always intrigued me because I had no idea – at that stage I 
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had no idea what surgery was and what it looked 
like … And I just found it very interesting and I 
would ask him questions and stuff. And also 
often he would have stories of just things that 
happened in the hospital, just cool stuff like that. 
And it always made me interested in what 
happened in the hospitals, especially in the 
surgery room. So I think that was the start of my 
just sort of link to what I really want to do when 
I’m older. So, yeah, that was the start of my 
curiosity about surgery and medicine … 
So by 12 years of age, before he moved to Australia, “curiosity about surgery 
and medicine” and likenesses of an imagined future were forming in his mind. 
Healing and helping were developing as firm personal dispositions and medical 
research and medicine seemed a logical choice for his life’s work “to be able to 
hands-on help people in a specific way.”  
He had dreamt of being a superhero with healing powers: 
So, and I guess the concept of saving thousands of people is sort of like being a 
superhero … in a practical kind of way. So that was sort of, like, ooh, it’s like 
one in a million kind of person, so I was, like, yeah, that would be a great thing.  
And not just saving one person, but thousands of people: 
with the thought of helping individual people, I started thinking about, well, 
what about helping thousands of people, millions of people?  
These early imaginings were important internal reflections helping Henry to 
understand the relationship between emerging ideals, values, and attitudes and the 
type of life he would like to live. The period 4–14 years is representative of 
Savickas’s (2002a) childhood growth stage, which cements (or otherwise) the 
readiness for individuals to engage in further adaptive behaviours as they move into 
adolescence. By Year 10 Henry seemed to have mastered Savickas’s four key 
vocational behaviours: he showed concern for the future; a sense of control over the 
future; conceptions of how to make decisions; and the confidence to engage in 
designing an occupational future.  
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Henry had the embryonic makings of a cohesive, themed, self-story—a story 
that positioned his vocational identity as a biographical construction (Brott, 2001, 
2005; Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010; Meeus, 2011; Raggatt, 2006), with a focus on the 
subjective continuity of the self over time (Pasupathi & Weeks, 2010). That is, Henry 
seemed to arrive at adolescence with a set of (proto) commitments (he didn’t arrive 
with none and then cherry-pick from a list), which he then solidified and confirmed 
during identity formation, by in-depth exploration (Meeus et al., 2010).  
Henry’s ICONI (Archer, 2003) score adjudged him as meta-reflexive at the end 
of Year 11. His other scores were very similar: communicative 4, autonomous 5, 
meta-reflexive 5⅔, placing him, according to Archer (2012), as (almost equally) 
responsive to the external comments of trusted others (communicative), prone to a 
fixation with a single course of action and the strategies required to achieve it 
(autonomous), along with the meta-reflexive tendency towards re-ordering the social, 
and being self-critical. 
Henry’s meta-reflexive ICONI sub-
scores showed him to be particularly 
morally focused (“I dwell long and hard 
on moral questions”), idealistic, and with a 
strong sense of social justice (“I know that 
I should play an active role in restoring 
social justice”). Interestingly his 
autonomous sub-scores depict him as 
indecisive but very focused (which seems 
a contradiction), but also very satisfied 
with his life. 
Henry’s thoughts and imaginings, 
his internal reflections, were not random and unstructured. Rather, they raised 
concerns and required discretionary, adaptive solutions. If you understand Henry as 
predominantly meta-reflexive (Archer, 2003), then you might interpret these internal 
reflections as a call to action to subvert the status quo, not in the sense of an 
attraction to an incongruence with the key elements of the parental context, because 
that did not seem to be the case, but more in line with re-ordering the social through 
I recognise contemplative internal and 
external personal reflection accompanied 
by, or followed by, internal deliberative 
action, as reflexivity. Ryan (2014) describes 
this as transformative reflection or critical 
reflection. Reflection then is a necessary 
component of reflexivity although some 
researchers will use the terms 
interchangeably.  
My research defines reflexivity in Archer’s 
(2010) terms (with my emphasis in 
brackets): “Reflexivity is thus characterised 
by the [internal and external] reflective 
interplay between individuals and social 
structures [their environment] to (decide 
on), understand, maintain or change, courses 
of action chosen by individuals.”  
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single-minded dedication to a cause (Archer, 2012), like healing and helping millions 
of people, for example. 
Similarly, as a meta-reflexive, we 
might expect Henry’s internal and 
external dialogue to show evidence of 
self-criticism and withdrawal into self-
interrogation in an attempt to be (ultra) 
careful to take the best course of action 
for himself and others (Ryan, 2014). We 
might, therefore, find evidence of 
indecision, second-guessing, and false 
starts during the process of matching 
self with circumstance. 
As he moved into adolescence and 
senior schooling in Year 10, Henry 
moved smoothly into Savickas’s 
(2002a) exploration stage involving 
increasingly sophisticated identity-
building activities, including advanced 
exploration to construct a unified self-
story, decision-making, and the ripening 
of the growth stage competencies 
mentioned above to further crystallise 
the concept of self. At this time, several 
influences supported and others repudiated Henry’s quest for greatness through 
healing; some came from within, and others were external.  
It was important for Henry to always be on the side of right and to be a good 
person. Medicine was to be the cause around which he was to build these ideals. 
However, the importunity of his Asian family about applying himself to medicine 
and the perceived disrespectful attitude of his peers towards medicine turned him 
away from this goal for a time.  
His family, of Asian descent, many of them successful medical professionals, 
placed a lot of emphasis on prestigious careers and to his mind they became too 
I am of the opinion that young people are not 
able to imagine themselves in relation to their 
context. They are not able to properly 
understand the relationship between 
themselves and possible occupational roles, or 
to reason and cohere, until at least the end of 
Year 10, and possibly the middle of Year 11.  
That is, they do not know who they are 
sufficient to be able to reflect with 
transformative intent (to be reflexive) on 
matters between object and subject. They can 
reflect, but not with the reflexive intent that is 
necessary to be able to manufacture courses of 
action out of significant (and complicated) 
personal concerns when taking into account 
circumstance at the same time. They do not 
know themselves sufficiently well in relation 
to their context to be able to tell a globally 
cohesive (Habermas, 2010) self-story, with a 
focus on the continuity of self over time 
(Pasupathi & Weeks, 2010), one that connects 
private vocational self-concepts with public 
occupational roles.  
Habermas and de Silviera (2008) found that it 
is only later in adolescence that individuals can 
embed causal-motivational and thematic 
coherence to their stories. Concern surfaces 
when serious decisions are made and hard-
wired before the final year of senior schooling. 
It takes time to formulate and narrate a good 
self-story—a process best started in the latter 
half of Year 11. 
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insistent, almost demanding, about medicine being the only path for him after senior 
schooling. Henry became deeply annoyed with their urgings for him to become a 
doctor: 
I don’t want people to influence me in what I am doing … then you get angry in 
one respect … And so I was like, whoa, if you guys are going to be this 
annoying, I’m just going to do something else, just to spite you … I’m not 
going to conform to whatever you guys want me to do.  
In addition, Henry took offence at the apparent disrespect of his peers for his 
chosen profession: 
Yeah, and I was also tired of classmates, like Asian classmates, like saying stuff 
that their parents told them to say, like it made everything sound like a cliché 
because I thought I’d be a doctor, but then all my class Asian friends say they 
want to be a doctor and then they don’t even like to look at dissections. And that 
really pisses me off because it’s like you’re making what I want into a cliché ... 
Henry seemed to be withdrawing into self-interrogation and was very critical 
of his own thinking about what was best for himself. He was, in this way, Archer’s 
(2012) tyro meta-reflexive, declaring himself in a loud voice to be immune to group 
pressure (his peers), and indifferent to group expectations (his extended family)—
seemingly content to be a loner. 
During this time Henry looked to other vocational options instead of medicine, 
but there were too many grey areas “especially with law” and “because of corruption 
and politics,” and accountants could sort of “smudge the figures” for their bosses to 
get tax back, “so that really kind of disgusted me and I was, like, what am I going to 
do with my life if everything involved, you know, some sort of compromise with 
your morals and just involving that grey area?” This was a moral dilemma, and 
Henry was very morally focused: 
I sort of realised that the world isn’t black and white. Like you can’t choose to 
be a good person or a bad person. There were a lot of grey areas … So I was, 
like, well, I don’t really want to do anything that can involve a grey area, 
because I like black and white as in, like, good and bad. And I really had trouble 
finding anything that only involved black or white. 
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A book about the exploits of battlefield surgeons and medics in the Iraq wars 
given to him by his mother turned him back to medicine. Medics took an oath to save 
lives and that meant lives on both sides; there was no “grey”: 
the medics in the stories would always be like “no, we have to help them as 
well, to save them … even though they’re going to kill us when they get the 
chance again”.  
Henry realised medicine was “pretty much black and white … and it fulfils that 
desire to help people … that desire to be a good person.” 
These reflections were brimful of reflexive mental activity and were 
transformative for Henry. He realised he didn’t care about other people’s opinions. 
That self-conception about the “desire to be a good person … the thought of helping 
individual people,” and now to be “thinking … about helping thousands of people, 
millions of people” trumped all. He had stopped pushing back against the perceived 
clichés of his family and peers and had re-evaluated and repositioned his imagined 
future to be that healing superhero: 
So at that point … I realised I don’t really care about other people’s opinions. I 
was, like, I’ll do whatever I want and you guys can say whatever you want. You 
have your own opinions, your stereotypes but I’ll do what I want. 
Henry had convinced himself about medicine. The struggle now was to 
convince himself and trusted others that it was possible to do two things 
concurrently: to practise medicine (to help individuals) and to engage in medical 
research (to help millions). The result was a reflexive debate shared equally as 
internal and external conversations about what was for the best, comparing and 
evaluating evidence for and against. Medicine was always in, but could it be layered 
with research?  
He was inspired initially to include research, through reading about Marie 
Curie and Isaac Newton, by “a bunch of scientists from MIT … they’ve sort of 
developed a kind of drug that can cure any virus”; and science pages on Facebook 
privileging “really cool research stuff that people … discovered or invented … I was, 
like, maybe I can use … my own experience as a surgeon to go to the research field 
to help with that.”  
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But later he came to the realisation that both medicine and research “are very 
time-intensive fields.” His grandfather’s heart operation took 10 hours, and his father 
had to do many hours of research just to keep up with his field of expertise as an 
urologist. He had decided, at one point, that you can’t do both: 
You can’t do research while being a doctor, because … it’s pretty much 
impossible, because with research you’re doing research all the time and with a 
doctor you have to do so much studying and specialising and … surgeries can 
go for, like, 10 hours. 
Then four things happened to change his mind. Henry read an inspiring book 
about a doctor working with AIDS patients in Africa and doing research into AIDS 
at the same time: 
and so like this is impossible, like insane. But then I was, like, well, if he can do 
it, I can do it.  
He spoke to his father, who said: “It’s not as time consuming as you might 
think.” His biology teacher organised a very successful placement for students, 
including Henry, in a clinical medical research facility, and then personally went on 
to encourage Henry to apply himself to both medicine and research. Henry’s opinion 
moved him back towards doing both. He recognised doing both as the best way for 
him to “have a good impact on people’s lives”. The medical field in this way can be 
“black and white” and: 
in essence they’re similar like with helping people … so that’s the main drive 
for me … definitely … surgery and research … and I wouldn’t mind a Nobel 
Prize. 
Finally, just before graduation from senior schooling, Henry made a successful 
application to do volunteer work in the wards in a hospital. During this placement he 
learnt an important lesson about the relationship between doctor and patient, and the 
excitement it generated in him seemed to seal his commitment to medicine: 
But what really struck me was helping out at the wards, because you get to 
speak to the patients and the families and you sort of develop relationships with 
them. And I really enjoyed doing that. I really enjoyed getting to know these 
people and sort of seeing what they’re, what, how they’re living and, you know, 
how, why they’re here and that kind of stuff, and I realised that that’s the kind 
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of thing you do as a doctor … when you see a patient, you don’t just, oh he is, 
this is what’s wrong with you, I’ll give you medicine, get out. No, you have to 
get to know them because most of the time these people, well, no one likes 
going to a hospital, because it’s related to, you know, sickness and death and 
that kind of thing. So you have to build a relationship with these people, you 
have to understand them. And every patient is different and I guess that, with 
that being a challenge, I really enjoy that kind of challenge and I want to help 
people. 
Three important reflections emerged from this story: he could imagine himself 
at the time of the placement (“I really enjoyed doing that, I really enjoyed getting to 
know these people … and sort of seeing … how they’re living … why they’re here”). 
He could position himself into the future (“… and I realised that’s the sort of thing 
you do as a doctor … No, you have to get to know them”). And he could imagine 
what it must be like to be a patient (“… because most of the time these people ... well 
no one likes going to hospital, because it’s related to … sickness and death”). These 
are reflective comments about a past event, but they are also more than that. They 
convey, through imagining, clarifying, positioning, and planning, an intention to act, 
to move towards a transformative decision. As such, they are more specifically 
indicative of reflexive internal conversation.  
Discussion  
Henry’s final narrative was a model exposition of reflexivity as a transformative 
medium. His whole story is defined by deliberations mediating the impingement of 
circumstance on vocational discretionary decisions, with backward and forward 
thinking, ranging from the superficial to the deeply contemplative when outlining 
junctures of more intense concern. These junctures of deep concern (for example 
whether to entertain both medicine and research), the elements surrounding the 
rebellious period, and family cultural bias were mirrored by increasingly 
sophisticated reflexive intensity whereby Henry’s “internal referee” was required to 
intercede between self and circumstance with respect to outcome. Importantly for 
this reflexive process, Henry knew himself well (helping, healing, intent on being a 
good person and a “superhero”), and his dominant meta-reflexive mode inclined him 
to be ultra-careful and self-critical, sometimes withdrawing into self-interrogation in 
order to take the best course of action. 
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These periods of reflexive intensification marked not just gradual changes but 
significant leaps that punctuated the narrative in the journey towards concretising 
vocational identity. These leaps were part of Henry’s adaptive journey, sustained and 
positioned by reflexive dialogue, but always in concert with other readily available 
personal skills (Figure 5.27) including auto-biographicity (Habermas, 2010; Rehfuss, 
2009; Savickas, 2011a), purposeful intent (Savickas, 2002a), narratability (Josselson, 
2004; Rhymes, 2003), and critical thinking and problem solving (Schwartz, 2001).  
These are essential elements for adaptability—that ability required by 
everybody to be able to (re)create their vocational identity just prior to transition 
towards a new vocation more congruent with their new vocational conception-of-
self. Over time, and with the recursive relationship between vocational identities and 
vocational change constantly running in the background, Henry will “author” his 
career into existence.  
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Figure 5.27: Factors influencing the development of Henry’s vocational identity 
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5.9 JACKSON 
Figure 5.28: Jackson’s background story 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Jackson born in Brisbane and lived 
at Aranchina until 8 years of age. 
Mother, a microbiologist, born overseas to 
Australian parents who lived in Brisbane. 
Grandparents posted to Malaysia during Vietnam 
War. Grandfather was an air force engineer. 
Father, a paediatrician, born in 
Brisbane to Spanish parents who 
moved to Brisbane from Sydney. 
paediatrician. 
St Andrews School Ferny Ponds for 
Years 1–3. 
Moved and rented in Yanchy, Brisbane, 
for his dad’s work and moved to Linwood 
High Year 4. 
Linwood High for Years 4–12; parents built a house in 
Yanchy during that time. 
Water Polo—5 years; Robotics; Music, Clarinet, 
Choir, Camerata—5 years; Cricket—3 years; 
Basketball—3 years; Rugby; Red Shield Appeal; 
Service Award; 40 Hour Famine. 
Conditional acceptance—Bachelor of Para-medicine, 
full time. 
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Figure 5.29: Relationship between Jackson’s vocational options and circumstances 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Loved aircraft particularly helicopters, 
“something about flying is incredible”, beautiful 
technology … first thing I drew on the wall was a 
helicopter’; several trips in helicopters—Sea 
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simulators, had good spatial awareness. 
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Finds human behaviour fascinating and the 
desire to help people is ingrained.  
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living. 
Father’s helping role greatest influence: 
“growing up seeing what he did really touched 
me” and helping people was really important. 
Knew from an early age that father helped people 
but did not know he was a doctor. Soup kitchen 
with mother fostered the idea of giving back. 
Grandfather, air force engineer, second greatest 
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Jackson was openly parodied by a number of his peers behind his back, held up 
as someone who had grandiose ideas and an inflated opinion of his abilities. They 
mocked him playfully, but were nevertheless relentless in their collective viewpoint. 
Jackson was initially reticent about turning up for interviews and indeed missed the 
group session—perhaps understandably so. He had to be encouraged to participate in 
all sessions, although he was open and fully engaged when he attended the one-on-
one interview and the final presentation in front of an unseen panel of adults. In these 
sessions he was keen to tell his story. 
Jackson’s ICONI scores (Archer, 
2003) adjudged him as predominantly 
autonomous (5), although his close meta-
reflexive score (4⅔) suggested that the 
way in which internal deliberations were 
completed was ambiguous. His 
communicative (3⅓) and fractured (2⅝) 
scores were somewhat lower and less 
likely to dominate. Jackson’s sub-scores 
on the ICONI showed him, in most 
instances, to have no strong opinions 
regarding any of the 13 questions. He was quite “middle of the road”, although it 
could be suggested from his profile that he was concerned about reducing social 
injustice, was quite satisfied with his way of life, and felt quite empowered about 
finding resolutions to his problems. Making decisions, however, did not come easily 
to him. 
Jackson’s story was reductionist in that he took a very conscious, deliberative 
approach to vocational decision-making. The story was relatively brief compared to 
other participants and paid little attention to matters that might be explained as 
intuitive. This does not discount that intuition may have been a significant factor in 
deliberations, just that his story does not reflect this. 
Jackson’s interviews several months apart are equivocal regarding the greatest 
influences on his vocational aspirations. In his initial interview it was his maternal 
grandfather, an air force engineer (“I’d say the greatest influence I ever had would be 
my grandfather on my mother’s side”), and his father, equally (“my other greatest 
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influence … would be my dad”). In the final narrative Jackson’s father was favoured 
as “probably my greatest influence,” and his grandfather as “my second influence.”  
Nevertheless, these two men are accredited with inspiring him in separate 
ways: firstly, to seriously consider serving his country as an air force helicopter pilot, 
emulating his grandfather’s service in the Vietnam war; and secondly, to help people 
through jobs allied to the medical profession in the same way that his father had. The 
presence in his life of his father and his mother’s father was transformative and their 
values helped Jackson frame his own vocational disposition. 
In serving or helping, Jackson 
seemed to be linking himself with a 
cause, not in a way that suggested 
fierce individuation or insistence 
upon becoming the author of his 
own values, akin to Archer’s (2012) 
meta-reflexives, but more in line 
with striving for his father’s 
approval, or alternatively, working at 
staying put by reprising the familiar 
through social reproduction, more 
akin to Archer’s (2003) 
communicative stance towards 
society. Jackson’s primary vocational options seemed little to do with seeking 
autonomous socially competitive advantage through alternative forms of strategic 
action (Archer, 2012), as suggested could be the case, judging by his dominant 
ICONI score. 
Becoming an air force pilot tied in neatly with three influences: his love of 
helicopters (“it’s just something about helicopters in the air in your chest that you 
just, I love them … the greatest thing that I have ever loved has been helicopters”), 
and he had travelled on them at Sea World, in Cairns, and in Spain; his 3D spatial 
ability (“I really enjoy 3D spatial games … and flight simulators”); and respect for 
his grandfather who served as a telecommunications specialist in the Vietnam war 
(“the idea of, you know, serving my country … and if he’s in the Air Force, maybe 
that’s something that I could do”): 
Despite Krieshok et al. (2011) positioning 
unconscious activity as effectively limitless in its 
processing capacity this research takes the view that 
the conscious, rational mind is the primary driver of 
(re)identification for change, even though Evans 
(2008) suggests that only a small slice of human 
activity is available for conscious human 
consumption at any one time.  
If reflexive internal conversation is to be recognised 
as a major factor in vocational identity construction 
then it needs to be recognised as significant for the 
part it plays in the organisation of the conscious, 
rational mind, rather than an organiser of the 
heuristic, automatic, intuitive system. In support of 
this contention, Wilson (2002) explains that despite 
this discrepancy in capacity, significant lifestyle 
choices about whom to marry, where to live, and 
what job to take are all conscious decisions. 
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But I’d say the greatest influence I ever had would be my grandfather on my 
mother’s side. He was in the air force and he was an engineer and I always had 
the idea of, you know, serving for my country … I found that I really enjoyed 
helicopters and I really enjoyed 3D spatial stuff and the fact that my respect for 
my grandfather serving in the air force could be tied in with my love of planes 
and helicopters and, you know, joining the air force and becoming a pilot. 
In this way Jackson has linked temporal (“the greatest influence I ever had”), 
thematic (“I’ve always enjoyed helicopters”), and causal elements (grandfather, and 
aircraft, and Air Force) into his story (Bohn, 2010), and has drawn them together in a 
way reminiscent of Habermas’s (2010, p. 4) “global coherence”, reflecting his ability 
to manifest elements of memory, generate a repertoire of storied events and then 
auto-biographically reason them together to extract vocational meaning, and in this 
way maximise the development of identity (Pasupathi & Weeks, 2010; Savickas, 
2011a). The narrative became the central organiser of these elements, and reinforced 
Pasupathi and Weeks’s (2010) concept of representing identity in terms of the 
continuous sense of self. 
The idea of becoming a pilot was a complicated concern for Jackson, and was 
confirmed as such through his narrative dialogue. This decision was important and 
not easily resolved, and whilst most circumstances that were influential around the 
decision seemed harmonious to his intent, not all of them were. Simple reflection 
was not a sufficient guide to action and reflexive internal conversation was needed to 
consciously mediate between the influence of discordant elements that arose from 
relevant stories and the considerable weight of harmonious elements in those stories, 
in order to define a course of action (Archer, 2012).  
For example, Jackson’s love of helicopters was matched by a certain 
pragmatism linking flying to the military: 
and then I thought, well, if I could do something that I loved with something 
that would get me there, why wouldn’t I do it?  
And the military paid for your education: “the air force path really sets it up for you 
because they pay for your university.” This was enabling, but he also acknowledged 
circumstances about the military and flying that constrained his thinking, although he 
made discretionary judgements about them that minimised their effect.  
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Firstly, his grandfather didn’t want him to join because there was risk. 
Jackson’s response was to suggest that dreams were meant to be followed: 
Well if you’re going to do something in life you might as well do it because 
there’s no point in not.  
And whilst risk was not a trivial concern: 
I guess putting yourself at risk is something that I guess anyone would be scared 
to do.  
He wasn’t sure that he would come across “that”. Secondly, deployment meant time 
away from home: 
At the moment that doesn’t bother me … you know, I’ll always have a 
connection with them even if I do get … deployed … I don’t mind moving. I 
mean, it’s an adventure.  
These were evaluative statements in favour of the military life, despite the 
acknowledged constraints—quite a powerful rebuttal given the potential for your life 
to be at significant risk.  
However, Jackson was not able to reason away the fact that he failed the night 
vision requirements during recruitment, and the dream of being a military pilot 
evaporated overnight: 
I made the third test screenings and actually failed on my night vision, not my 
day vision … really wanting to become a pilot and getting shutdown it hit me 
pretty hard.  
He couldn’t conceive of any related option, such as an engineer working with 
helicopters, and so he moved towards another option in an unrelated field: medicine: 
I didn’t even consider other options [in the military] and so I moved back to the 
other option that I had … I’ve moved towards that medical side. 
Jackson’s father, the doctor who helped people, now became his inspiration. 
His commitment to his work had already triggered Jackson’s own steadfastness about 
helping others: 
I realise that all through school Dad gave 3000% and I don’t know that I’ve 
ever really lived up to his expectations.  
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This mulling-over regarding his relationship to his father’s devotion and 
staunchness was reflexive, intra-psychic, internal, and also transformative of his 
thinking about the life he wanted to live:  
My dad’s a paediatrician … He has been for 24 years now. He, even from when 
I was little, I remember him saying that, you know, that he helped people. I 
didn’t assume that he was a doctor when I was younger. I just knew that he 
helped people and then growing up and seeing what he did really touched me … 
pushing me towards a career of helping people. 
Helping and medicine seemed to be meaningfully connected through his father, 
but there were two other influences of significance that moved Jackson to better 
understand himself as a helper: his mother and their time in a soup kitchen, and his 
maternal grandmother. They both inspired small, remembered stories that helped 
Jackson engage, in this instance, in internal reflexive dialogue that helped construct 
meaning around his larger narrative. These stories had biographical relevance 
(Savickas, 2011a).  
Jackson’s mother inspired him towards an understanding of the value of 
helping people through serving in a kitchen for the homeless and making house calls 
to the elderly: 
I’m pretty heavily involved with my mother in … a soup kitchen near our place 
… homeless people … most of the time you talk to them because they look to 
people to talk to, but you serve them dinner and we often go and do house calls 
to elderlies … So I’ve done that for five years now because I started in 2009.  
And his maternal grandmother reinforced this message: “She said give back.” 
Jackson discovered this idea of helping as honourable and rewarding: 
I do enjoy to a certain extent, like, helping other people … you know, that 
backward feeling inside of you when helping someone who is in dire need in a 
medical sense … that’s something that I have always found honourable. 
Helping was framed initially around medicine, but the reality was that he was 
never going to achieve the academic results for direct entry. He was fascinated with 
human behaviour and briefly thought about forensic psychology (“I find behaviour 
fascinating … you know, you can do dual courses in … criminal justice and 
psychology”) and also nursing.  
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His mother encouraged him to set his sights on what he loved and to go for it: 
“She said do whatever you want to do and, you know, do it.” And a friend of his 
mother’s encouraged him towards biomedical science, which blended comfortably 
with his thoughts about specialising in neonatal care, “so babies before they are born, 
and specialise in that sort of medical research,” and his father was a paediatrician: 
So I’ve sat down with Mum and Dad and, like, thought about it myself and 
really broke it down and said … I would like to do biomedical science. It aligns 
with what I like, which is biology and physics … And it can really help me, you 
know, achieve that goal one day of, you know, helping people. 
Jackson checked it out with his parents first, and eventually settled on 
biomedical science as a stepping stone to medicine, acknowledging that it may take 
time: “well you know, you don’t have to go instantly to your goal … it might take 
me seven or eight years, but in the end I will get there.”  
But, despite all this positioning for medicine and helping, he was still not 
completely wedded to the idea: 
It’s definitely not something that I have to do … because, like, my future’s not 
decided. I don’t really know where I’ll be in 10 years’ time. 
And this uncertainty didn’t seem to be an issue of great concern. These statements of 
indifference towards the end of his final narrative were jarring, almost dismissive of 
the reflexive effort expended to position himself where he was. The sense of urgency 
that penetrated his earlier dialogue seemed to evaporate with these words. 
Discussion  
ICONI scores helped me to interrogate the data by looking for evidence that could 
either confirm or repudiate the scores. Either way, the scores provided an anchor 
point around which interpretation of participant storying could proceed. Because the 
ICONI was scored before data collection, and participant data were interpreted after 
the final narrative, there was a likelihood, given the evidence accumulating for “the 
breaking of reflexivity”, that many of the scores with modes that were 
unambiguously dominant, or indeed equivocal, would not match the modes and 
stances in the narrative 12 months later. Contrary to this, Jackson’s early scores 
seemed to mirror the way in which he deliberated in his final narrative. 
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Jackson’s narrative positions him as a meta-reflexive in the making. University 
study was a given, and whilst the narrative could be used to interpret Jackson’s 
academic pathway as an obstacle course to be negotiated to gain credentials (“so I’ve 
actually chosen to do a biomedical science subject and complete that and then move 
on to a doctorate or diploma of medicine”), more in keeping with Archer’s (2012) 
autonomous reflexives, there is also evidence that the future derived from his study 
would be shaped by what he makes of the units studied. In Archer’s (2012) terms, 
meta-reflexives integrate university course material into the development of their 
own thinking in accordance with their interests, as they proceed. Despite the fact that 
he had a plan at graduation, Jackson seemed happy for his undergraduate years to 
shape his future, “because my future’s not decided,” rather than shoehorn a future 
into his undergraduate years.  
This suggested Jackson welcomed contextual incongruity in the knowledge he 
had the skills and commitment required to make decisions as new experiences 
opened up along the way. He was comfortable with the unfamiliar in much the same 
way as Archer’s (2012) meta-reflexives. Within two months of presenting his 
transitional destination in his final narrative (Biomedical Science/Medicine), 
although he said he was not wedded to this decision, Jackson had provisionally 
changed his focus to a degree in para-medicine. Perhaps this apparent lateral 
volatility was further evidence of Jackson’s emerging meta-reflexivity, or it could 
just be evidence that transitional volatility can, and does, continue well after 
graduation.  
Figure 5.30 below shows the extent of the factors that influenced the 
development of Jackson’s critical (vocational) identity (Kurtines, 1999, in Schwartz, 
2001). Self-awareness of his personal disposition, which focused on helping and 
serving and how they interacted with the positive influence of “others” and “external 
influences”, combined with his competency in personal language-based skills, 
including reflexivity, provided a substantial base for the narrative conception of his 
identity. His discretionary options (air force pilot initially and then medical 
professional) emerged as appropriate from the internal, conscious deliberations 
between his self-conceptions and his environment, with these deliberations 
completed in a way that was influenced by his dominant reflexive mode (emerging 
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meta-reflexive), and the stage and phase of his career construction (completed 
exploration).  
Jackson’s final narrative evidenced a well-constructed transitional vocational 
identity properly evolved from the marriage between well-developed personal skills, 
self-knowledge, and readiness to engage in exploration. It left me with the 
impression that he was open to dealing with any future context as it presented itself, 
even if it was unfamiliar.  
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Figure 5.30: Factors influencing the development of Jackson’s critical vocational identity 
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5.10 NARIMAN 
Figure 5.31: Nariman’s background story 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Mother from ACT. 
Father from New South Wales. 
Met and married in New 
South Wales. 
Father worked overseas for 11 years. 
Born in France—Prep–Year 1. 
Brisbane—Karrara State School Years 1–3. 
Linwood High Years 4–12. 
Accepted Diploma Hospitality 
Southbank TAFE, full time.  
Amnesty International—3 Years; Water 
Polo—5 Years; ISCF—4 Years; Rowing—3 
Years; Spirit Committee; Red Shield 
Appeal—3 Years; 40 Hour Famine; Service 
Awards; Mentor; Music—5 Years, Voice, 
Percussion; Rugby—5 Years.  
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Figure 5.32: Relationship between Nariman’s vocational options and circumstances 
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Everyone liked Nariman. He was open and honest and seemed to have 
everyone’s best interests at heart. He took the time to acknowledge people of all 
ages, adults included, and had a positive disposition, but didn’t look much further 
into the future than what was coming up that weekend. He was a doer: a practical, 
mechanical person very capable in a workshop making bedside tables (“I like to 
make stuff … that’s also been another big influence, just being able to actually, like, 
make stuff”), capable with computer software, and a talented chorister and 
committed sportsperson. 
Nariman lived in the moment. He had 
to be encouraged into a future orientation and 
was content to be guided by trusted others 
about what was an appropriate vocational 
first step. He was too busy mentoring 
younger students and getting on with his 
heavy involvement in school life to be 
bothered with the longer-term future. He was 
not academically oriented but had an idea 
that he might be destined for university life, 
and to follow in the footsteps of his older 
siblings in this regard was good enough for 
him: “my brother and sister have been two of 
my biggest influences and I want to hopefully do town planning and they both have 
done town planning.” His brother and sister drew a link for him between his great 
love of technology studies and the anticipated role as a town planner, “and just, you 
know, to be able to build things, to oversee projects that include building things”. 
Town planning was Nariman’s first significant vocational choice “probably actually 
halfway through Year 11, mainly Year 12,” and he was content to have it as his first 
two transitional preferences for university, even though he knew nothing of the fine 
detail of the course. 
There was little recourse to reflexive deliberation in his early interviews to 
manage potentially difficult vocational decisions, and critical discussion was not one 
of his strong personal skills. 
Interpretive connections from Nariman’s 
narrative were made easier because I had 
known him for some time. I first came 
into contact with him in Year 10, and 
watched him grow into the young man 
that he was over three years. This would 
seem to be a finding apposite to all the 
participants.  
Whilst historical knowledge of 
individuals could help interpret 
individual narratives, it could also help 
target areas for support pedagogically for 
larger numbers. That is, getting to know 
the members of each cohort over time 
may assist in the development of targeted 
programs, perhaps different each year, to 
support their vocational identity 
development. 
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Researcher: But you are not exactly sure what you are going to be required to 
do when you get there to qualify to be a town planner? 
Nariman: Yeah. 
Researcher: You are just kind of hoping it’s going to fit? 
Nariman: Yeah. 
Researcher: Are you thinking that you will look in more detail …? 
Nariman: Yeah … Once I get through all my exams and stuff. 
Nariman’s initial story, therefore, compared to others, was thin and lacked 
complexity, and it wasn’t until late October in his final year that other options 
surfaced to add to the need for more targeted reflection. Scholl and Cascone (2010) 
believe that a thin narrative may reflect a relatively thin collection of accrued 
experiences, which may in turn limit an individual’s ability to adopt a forward-
looking, self-confident stance towards transitions in life.  
In Savickas’s (2002) terms, Nariman did not develop a disposition towards 
future vocational exploration during his childhood years and it wasn’t until well into 
his final year of schooling, and possibly because of his participation in this research, 
that he was catapulted into developing a vocational self-concept and ultimately a 
transitional vocational identity. His early lack of understanding about himself and 
how this might relate to a transitional first step placed him at a disadvantage when it 
came to designing a possible future. He seemed to lack mastery of Savickas’s 
(2002a) growth stage childhood developmental tasks until halfway through Year 12. 
It wasn’t until others pointed out some of his personal strengths that Nariman was 
able to acknowledge and accept the connection between him and some vocational 
alternatives suggested by trusted interlocutors (Archer, 2012). 
Nariman was not a storyteller. Identity is acknowledged as a biographical 
construction (Brott, 2001, 2005; Plunkett, 2001; Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010; Plunkett, 
2001; Raggatt, 2006), and Nariman found it difficult to self-identify. Storytelling was 
difficult for him because he lacked some of the conscious language-based skills 
necessary to construct a self-narrative: reflexivity (Archer, 2003; Austin, 2005), 
narratability (Josselson, 2004; Rhymes, 2003; Savickas, 2011a), critical thinking 
(Schwartz, 2001), and autobiographical competence (Habermas, 2010; Leiblich et 
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al., 2004; Rehfuss, 2009; Savickas, 2011a). Nariman, although he was aware of some 
(thin) stories of biographical relevance, found it difficult to contextualise and join 
these meaningful events by arguments that state thematic causal-motivational 
implications (Habermas, 2010) for an imagined future.  
In this respect Nariman relied upon others to imagine a future for him without having 
to construct a story in which he, himself, joined the concept of self with the temporal 
structure of event representations (Habermas, 2010): 
The mum of one of my mates … said I would be a good social worker. And I’ve 
actually never thought I would be a good social worker but that got me thinking 
of how I’ve actually had guys in younger grades … just coming up and saying 
“hi” … just asking me questions … I think that actually got me thinking about, 
oh I think this could actually be a potential pathway for me. 
And from his father: 
International tourism and hospitality and that again just came out of the blue 
from my dad, and Dad’s like you want to do this and like that’d be interesting to 
do. So he’s definitely helped me in shaping my six preferences.  
And one of Nariman’s rugby friends “suggested to me the idea of doing a dual 
degree”. 
Once these suggestions had been made Nariman began to imagine them as 
possibilities. It was as if others doing the exploration for him (town planning, 
hospitality, social work, dual degrees) gave him some preliminary insight into his 
personal qualities, and then retrospectively Nariman began to imagine how he could 
fit himself to these suggestions and to deliberate about what other characteristics he 
might have that he could bring to bear on these options. This was not an 
unreasonable process, but it did magnify his lack of agency and readiness for 
exploration and autobiographical identity construction at a time when most of his 
colleagues were much further advanced and more sophisticated in their identity 
development. He began to imagine himself in these roles, as a helper, and it seemed 
to invigorate him: 
So for how that links between town planning is to be able to help, like towns, 
like small regional towns and rural towns, help them create actually better 
infrastructures. So I think that’s definitely been the influence of why I wanted to 
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do town planning and then for social work, the idea of being able to help people 
physically and mentally, not so much infra-structurally, just to be able to help 
them go through their problems, sort of links to the, is sort of parallel to helping 
towns best could be become better and bigger. And, like, feel better within 
themselves. They’re sort of parallel. And then for tourism, being able to help 
plan safely, like plan their trips … helping them get the most out of their 
holidays is sort of parallel. 
With tourism and hospitality, he could help create “better infrastructures”, 
helping people “plan safely … helping them get the most out of their holidays”; and 
with social work “help people physically and mentally … and feel better within 
themselves”. And also: 
’Cause if I can get my degree in social work, then I can help people who have 
disabilities, who have depression, who have … all that sort of stuff. And I’ll be 
able to help them get through their problems. If I do have my degree in town 
planning and then that environment doesn’t suit me – like, say I’m in that 
environment for four, five years, I’m like, I step back, this doesn’t suit me, this 
isn’t my thing, but social work is my thing. ’Cause I’d be able to help people. 
Then I would go to uni, study, then help people and, you know, go from there.  
This was complicating things for 
Nariman, and an imagined vocational life 
for him was simple, up until now. His 
early electronic representation 
(Figure 5.33 below) of influences and 
decision-making was a linear and 
uncomplicated story. His pathway to 
university was assured because of a 
strategic move to complete an internal 
Diploma of Project Management rather 
than multiple senior subjects; his siblings, 
his parents, and his bedside table had 
orchestrated his pathway to town planning. 
Nonetheless, Nariman seemed 
pleased to be able to grow more erudite 
The research process seemed to give 
participants a voice and permission to 
explore regarding these new, more complex 
links to other options. Even though the 
connections are made internally, participants 
are encouraged through the interview process 
to tell about this internal conversation or at 
least bring it forth for themselves as an 
internal conversation, even though it may not 
have been, during deliberations, recognised 
as such.  
A perhaps surprising, for some, previously 
hidden, unrecognised or underdeveloped skill 
they had for exposing and explicating 
meaning from their story, these internal 
conversations (exposed as external 
reflections) can be revealing, an eye-opener, 
that strengthens connections between 
individuals and their emerging modus vivendi 
(Archer, 2003). This research suggests there 
is good reason to educate young people about 
how to utilise the internal conversation for 
the development of transitional identities 
well into the future.  
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links between himself and a future way of life. He was happy to be engaged in a 
more complicated relationship between himself, novel circumstances and possible 
outcomes, and was growing into the role of playing a more sophisticated part in 
decision-making. He was starting to make his own interpretations based on the 
increasing complexity of his story. This complex mental activity allowed him to 
extract meaning rather than have others provide it for him. So if town planning didn’t 
suit, then he would go back to university and do social work: 
… if I do have my degree in town planning and then that environment doesn’t 
suit me … this isn’t my thing, but social work is my thing … Then I would go 
to uni, study, then help people and you know, go from there.”  
This wasn’t just reflection, this was now transformative and reflexive, and it seemed 
he liked it:  
So I think, yeah, I was a bit blindsided at first. But then since these two other 
options have come in, I think they’ve definitely been, yeah, they’re in my mind. 
Nariman’s ICONI scores (Archer, 
2003) were generally uninformative 
regarding what to expect from his 
interviews and final narrative. He had no 
really dominant mode of inner dialogue. 
His scores were: communicative 3, 
autonomous 5, meta-reflexive 4⅓, and 
fractured 3. His sub-scores did not reveal 
anything that stood out about Nariman that 
might be interpreted as influential 
regarding the way in which he completed 
his internal deliberations, or regarding any relationship between dominant 
deliberative style and social mobility. His scores on the sub-tests were mostly 
middle-of-the-road and non-committal. This circumspect approach to the sub-tests 
may suggest that he did not know himself well enough to commit, and suggests 
furthermore, that the phases in Savickas’s (2002a) exploration stage of career 
construction were quite undeveloped, exemplified by his slow ripening of childhood 
competencies (crystallisation), and poorly developed advanced exploration skills 
(specification).  
 
 
 
0
2
4
6
Nariman ICONI scores
Communicative Autonomous
Meta-reflexive Fractured
  
Chapter 5: Participant Stories Reinterpreted 252 
Figure 5.33: Nariman’s e-portfolio 
 
Discussion 
Nariman’s “voice” was brought forward and out into the open for interrogation by 
himself and others, as trusted interlocutors added more options for his consideration. 
He became more self-assured as his story gained more rigour and complexity. He 
now had something to offer to others by way of a more interesting tale. His plot was 
“thickening”, requiring him to be more involved in reasoning the elements of the 
story together. His early story was modest and uncomplicated, but he seemed to 
identify more with the group as his story gained a more interesting patina. As it 
attracted more interest and questioning, he grew in confidence, and he learnt a lot 
about storying by listening to the more moulded and sophisticated stories of others. 
Although his ICONI scored him as autonomous/meta-reflexive, there was 
nothing in his reflexive style or from his natal background that gave credibility to 
these numbers. This suggested to me not so much that the ICONI was too blunt an 
instrument but that his reflexive ability was largely non-existent, and in this sense 
immeasurable. 
Compared to Jackson, Nariman’s profile of influences supporting the development of 
his critical vocational identity (Figure 5.34 below) was limited. Of particular concern 
for identity formulation is his lack of fundamental narrative construction skills and 
his limited extension into the exploration stage. On the positive side, and despite the 
late start, Nariman had begun to develop options and learn from the more complex 
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narratives of others, to the extent that he was becoming more involved in developing 
an internal dialogue and expressing it in conversation with others.  
Figure 5.34: Factors influencing the development of Nariman’s critical vocational identity 
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Nariman was a candidate, as others would be, for education in his final year of 
schooling regarding the development of a range of personal skills, including 
reflexivity, but certainly education that might have allowed him to be more attuned 
to the value of these skills (reflection, reflexivity, narratability, auto-biographicity, 
critical discussion), and how to apply them to formulate his vocational identity. 
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CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION 
This chapter, in part, captures my reflections about the research. Some of these 
reflections were transformative of the research process in real time and influenced 
how I interpreted the participants’ stories for reflexive utility, making them reflexive 
in their own right. My research was about what adolescents are thought to “bring 
upon themselves” or how they intuitively develop a consciousness about behaving 
adaptively (Savickas, 2013b) to work out what is best for them vocationally. This 
consciousness “requires them”, as part of their (unwitting) normative psychological 
development, to construct a transitional vocational identity prior to graduation from 
senior schooling, and then concurrently from this construction grow meaning and a 
sense of what matters to help work out what’s best for them. Rather than waiting in 
the hope that adolescents will intuitively develop an adaptive consciousness about 
doing this, I suggest that the process of identity construction and elements important 
to this process be brought forward for consideration by adolescents, educators, and 
career professionals, so that “working out what’s best” will be a more defined and 
conscious journey for young people, more efficacious for those who are indeed 
intuitive, and certainly of greater benefit for those who are not. 
This discussion chapter is in eight parts. The first consists of introductory 
remarks and includes a re-statement of the purpose of the research and the research 
questions. The second part outlines my reflections and key findings regarding certain 
aspects of the research design that influenced my thinking and actions during the 
data-gathering phase of the research. The third part answers the two research 
questions to do with how the participants utilised reflexivity within the construction 
of their vocational narratives. The fourth part discusses the implications for career 
professionals, senior schooling, and for the field of career construction. The fifth part 
presents the key recommendation of this research, and the last three sections outline 
the research limitations, offer suggestions for further research, and make concluding 
remarks.  
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6.1  INTRODUCTION 
This thesis is my story about the construction of one element of Savickas’s (2002a, 
2013b) “adaptive” journey—namely, narrative vocational identity—and about how 
adolescents utilise the emergent power of reflexivity for its construction and 
concurrent decision-making about what is best for them. In so doing, and as the 
analysis for the research, I re-told each participant’s identity-story, emphasising how 
they utilised reflexivity and in what way in the hope that a better understanding of its 
worth may lead to changes in the way young people prepare, and are being prepared, 
for transition from senior schooling.  
Archer positions reflexivity as the personal power primarily responsible for the 
effective construction of (narrative) identity, and the mechanism upon which 
ongoing “self-authorship” heavily relies. Exercising this power enables individuals 
to construct their life story in response to changing circumstances. It gives 
“governance over their own lives and makes them active agents in shaping the social 
order” (Archer, 2008, p. 1). As individuals are shaped by society they in turn shape 
society. In this way we manage our lives generally, and it is my contention, our 
career construction, specifically. 
Archer’s (2003, 2012) “reflexivity” assists active agents in the course of 
constructing their own lives by helping endorse “projects” (make decisions about 
solutions to personal concerns in the light of circumstances) that are transformative 
of change. Figure 6.1 is designed to show that reflexivity is a dual process, 
responsible over time (possibly years) for the formulation and accumulation of 
projects that may satisfy personal concerns, and then reflexively reprioritising these 
projects in the light of more current circumstance. Archer discloses “internal 
conversation” as the reflexive mechanism and explains that not only do we “talk” 
internally to find solutions we do so in different ways (modes) and to different effect 
(stance).  
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Figure 6.1: Archer’s active agents shaping what’s best for them 
  
I designed the research to answer two questions:  
1. How do adolescents, prior to transition from senior schooling, utilise 
reflexivity to help formulate narrative vocational identity and make 
adaptive decisions? 
2. What evidence is there, with respect to Question 1, that reflexivity is 
undertaken in different ways? 
6.2 MY REFLECTIONS ON ASPECTS OF THE RESEARCH DESIGN  
In looking at the influence of reflexivity on narrative vocational identity 
construction, I first had to develop a process to construct narrative identity. So this 
research is undeniably about process as well—it is an investigation into identity 
within which an understanding of how adolescents utilise reflexivity can be 
established. Primary language-based skills that drive narrative process are 
autobiographicity and narratability, but the process of constructing narrative 
(storytelling) identity is more complex than this, involving a number of process 
constructs (McMahon et al., 2012), personal language-based (reflexivity, 
autobiographicity, narratability, for example) and cognitive skills (critical thinking, 
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for example), and the need for a “roadmap” or a guide to navigate through identity 
construction.  
I recognised the narrative as a primary factor in conceptualising career (Brott, 
2001, 2005; de St. Aubin et al., 2006; Hartung, 2013; Mayo, 2001; McAdams, 1995; 
McMahon, 2006; McMahon & Watson, 2012; Rehfuss, 2009, 2015; Savickas, 2005, 
2009, 2010, 2011a, 2012, 2013a) and identity (Brott, 2001, 2005; Ibarra & 
Barbulescu, 2010; McAdams, 1993, 1996, 1997, 2011; Meeus, 2011; Meijers & 
Lengelle, 2012; Plunkett, 2001; Polkinghorne, 1988; Raggatt, 2006; Riessman, 
2003). The research process was guided by the “context-resonant” approach 
championed by Patton and McMahon’s (1997, 1999, 2006) systems theory 
perspective, Savickas’s life design (2009, 2012, 2013a), and Hyvarinen’s (2006) 
narrative turn, whereby the narrative becomes a metaphor for lives lived and about 
to be lived, and has attached to it the concept of identity.  
I took the view that identities are a biographical construction to integrate the 
self, which can be designed and constructed purposefully (Scholl & Cascone, 2010) 
as a narrative art (Savickas, 2010). It is a craft that can be learned and practised. 
Storytelling is the mechanism through which “narrative identity” (McAdams, 2011, 
p. 117) is “crafted” (La Pointe, 2010). People draw from an evolving narrative 
repertoire to engage in identity work (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010) and stories old and 
new based on relevant vocational events adjudged as authentic and valid (or not), by 
the individual and others respectively, are retained (or otherwise) within the 
repertoire to add variety, cohesion, and legitimacy to the developing story. Small, 
remembered stories are deconstructed and reconstructed, and then reasoned 
coherently into a large story (Savickas, 2011a).  
I formulated the research process on this basis: that the evolution of vocational 
identity would parallel the evolution of the narrative repertoire and the final 
expression of this (vocational) identity would be the autobiographically reasoned exit 
narrative, recognised as the participant’s best effort to understand the vocational 
meaning given to himself by himself and others, just prior to graduation. I designed 
the process to provide opportunities for participants: 
 to understand the method and develop vocational literacy prior to data 
collection;  
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 to practise recognising relevant events and influences to be storied;  
 to practise storying them (MSCI, group, and one-on-one interviews, the 
electronic portfolio); and  
 to develop an online electronic portfolio (Collin, 2011a; Colyer & Howell, 
2004; Greenberg, 2004; McCowan, Harper, & Hauville, 2005) to 
accumulate and organise relevant narrative artefacts. 
Overall, the process was rewarding for both the participants and me. The effect 
of telling and reasoning vocational stories together was enlivening and seemed, 
towards the end, quite an adventure. The participants were expansive and 
cooperative and seemed pleased with the outcome and were genuine in their praise 
of the process’s influence on their confidence about their next-step destination. Some 
elements of the process bear further discussion. Some impacted more on the 
participants, and some more so on me. 
6.2.1 Key findings 
 The e-portfolio 
The e-portfolio was to be an opportunity for participants to be creative and to add to 
the body of knowledge about the formulation of narrative identity. The e-portfolio 
was supposed to be “environmental” in design (Yancy, 2014), helping to 
continuously explore, organise, and synthesise new vocational influences into 
meaningful short stories that were to be continually deconstructed and reconstructed 
and “ripened” for reasoning into the polished final narrative.  
However, only four participants completed the e-portfolio, and they were more 
a retrospective “compilation” (Yancy, 2014) of short stories composed after the final 
narrative and done more so because they were asked to, rather than as an essential 
organising tool. What I expected was deep transformative reflection, and what were 
evidenced were shallow representations, mostly lacking vigour and insightfulness. 
The participants made it quite clear that the technology was an unnecessary 
distraction from the core issue of formulating an autobiography, and the writing task 
was too ponderous and time consuming, stultifying spontaneity surrounding event 
recall.  
I was surprised by the resistance to gathering relevant artefacts to represent 
personal vocational influences in the e-portfolio and called an extra group discussion 
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to talk about how the portfolio could be used as a tool to facilitate storytelling. I 
encouraged each participant to talk within the group about their progression in this 
regard to help generate ideas. It was clear looking at their work at that time, and 
listening to them during this meeting, that most were not enthusiastic and that, whilst 
they were technically very capable, this portfolio for them was an added task that 
provided no great benefit towards bringing together their final narrative.  
In contrast to Darcy’s exit narrative, which came alive with meaning when 
spoken, his e-portfolio below is a good example of a linear, retrospective 
compilation lacking energy and any sense of a growing understanding of himself and 
the relationship between self, circumstance, and destination. 
Furthermore, it seemed evident that the participants were sufficiently capable 
of manipulating and reasoning single-event stories into a globally cohesive narrative 
without the help of an organising tool. Stories were intended to progress from thin to 
complex, and from many short stories to one long story, and the process was 
expected to be complex. All the participants, perhaps because of the research design, 
were capable of constructing, deconstructing, re-constructing, making allowances for 
feedback, and generating a final complex, spoken version of their story with no other 
tools, all within the capabilities of their own working memory. Perhaps this was 
because they grew up with the stories, and just needed help to reason them together. 
Figure 6.2: Darcy's portfolio 
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The participants and storying 
Moon (2015) made the observation that women seem to take more easily to 
reflection than men, suggesting that this discrepancy may be because men are less 
likely to write down or otherwise represent their reflections. This seems to have been 
borne out in the research, as all the participants were capably reflective but almost all 
of them were openly resistant to representing these reflections in writing, including 
the e-portfolio.  
This resistance was in contrast to the energy that all the participants brought to 
the task of orally narrating their stories about self, circumstance, meaning, and 
decision-making in group discussions, one-on-one interviews and in the final 
narrative. They were all keen to reveal themselves, and they all “arrived” at the point 
of gathering data prepared in different ways, but their final narratives, their 
identities, were all delivered as polished, complex narratives, replete with the 
makings of self, meaning, and decision-making.  
The storying process was like a window into the development of each 
individual. I became enmeshed in each of their journeys as they became a witness in 
their own lives (Law, 2015) and (sometimes surprisingly) saw meaningful futures 
developing—what Law calls “remembering”, “showing”, and “futuring” (p. 107). I 
was a witness to, and in part responsible for, their advancement of self-
understanding, to the emergence of identity and consequent meaning, and from this 
(for most of them) to their realisation of a final option—the one survivor from the 
participant’s reflexive mediation of the causal power of circumstance “biting” 
against each vocational possibility. Data gathering provided a window into 
Savickas’s (2002a) exploration stage, enabling me to witness some participants 
moving from “agents” to “authors” (Savickas, 2013b), and to experience the 
influence of reflexive dialogue on this change. The change over time regarding the 
participants’ sense of meaning and of what mattered vocationally was (revealingly) 
obvious. For example, Lenten had most of the skills required to cope with change. 
He was self-aware and understood his unique contextual influences, but vocational 
meaning only revealed itself through storying and, whilst he graduated without a 
vision of a job, there was certainty about his next step towards one. 
Storying for Lenten became an enabling factor in the development of his 
transitional pathway. Storying grew, not out of the electronic organisation of 
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significant vocational events and an amalgamation of the small stories attached to 
them (in a way suggested by Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010), but rather out of the social 
interaction that came from group and one-to-one interviews, and, most significantly, 
from the presentation of the final narrative. Storying through socialising became the 
factor that enabled Lenten’s shift from vocational naivety to transitional robustness, 
from passivity to conscious activity, from anxious ambivalence to relaxed 
enlightenment, and from fractured reflexivity to meta-reflexivity (Archer, 2003). 
“Social” storying allowed reflexively reasoned vocational intentions to be aired in an 
environment that promised the possibility of supportive critical challenges as well as 
encouragement. The feedback was immediate and the environment supportive. The 
need to “tell” flushed a lot of unresolved internal conversation into the open for 
critical debate, and in the end Lenten (for example) became more engaged with the 
act of telling as his story solidified and gathered more personal meaning—that is, he 
wanted to tell his story.  
There was, for all participants, considerable pride attached to storying a 
pathway to vocational meaning with themselves as the central characters in a plot 
that required them to navigate towards a goal (the best option) at the same time as 
having to pit themselves (their vocational dispositions and commitments) against 
environmental constraints and enablements (circumstance). The stories were 
personal and unique and it was a privilege to listen to them, and equally, it seems, a 
privilege for them to share them. Lenten grew in insight and self-understanding as he 
moved through the storying process. Vocational meaning emerged in real time as the 
relationship between self-understanding and future options matured. You could see it 
and hear it develop; the reflections were intense and more purposeful than some 
other participants, and were more likely to be reflexive, for that reason.  
Senior schooling represents a period leading to a significant, and unavoidable, 
developmental transition. Adolescents are expected to be (intuitively) highly self-
conscious and constantly engaged in narrative identity work and seeking narrative 
coherence (Giddens, 1991). Participants, however, came into the data-gathering 
phase with different capabilities, with different resources and coping behaviours, and 
with different adaptabilities. Some were already self-made, with stories ready to tell. 
Others were just getting to know themselves with little understanding of how to 
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weave experiences and expectations into a story. What was the same was that their 
stories were yet to be told. 
Some entered the research with well-understood commitments and well-
reasoned options, and had already begun pursuing goals of their own choosing. They 
were Savickas’s (2013b) “authors”, advanced “explorers”, who already understood 
themselves as “project”, ready to begin the lifelong process of career construction, 
having solidified their vocational self-conceptions, strengthened their commitments, 
and matured their interpretive and biographical abilities and other resources required 
to cope with change. Their story as it unfolded very clearly told the listener “why” 
and “how”. It told the listener precisely what they did, “with what intentions and 
what consequences” (Archer, 2008, p. 5). Darcy, Wallace, Arthur, and Jackson’s 
stories had been reasoned together before data collection. It just remained for them to 
be told. Jackson was a case in point, and his final narrative evidenced a well-
constructed transitional vocational identity, properly evolved from the marriage 
between well-developed personal skills, self-knowledge, including strong 
commitments to serve and help, with a readiness to engage in exploration and with 
emerging meta-reflexivity.  
Others were not so advanced, like Macy, Lenten, Nariman, and Peter, and they 
underwent transformative change during the process. Their stories reflected the 
simultaneous development of self, identity, and meaning, in “real time”. I was 
unaware of their storied outcome until well into the storying (data-gathering) 
process. This was more like reading the pages of a novel as they were being written, 
and with ongoing editorial revision. Lenten was a skilful storyteller. He had been 
telling stories scribed for him by his parents before he could write, but he had not 
told his own story from a vocational perspective. He had the narrative skills, and 
they shone through once he had established for himself that he was sufficiently 
curious, concerned, and confident (Savickas, 2013b) to proceed. The storying 
process then carried him forward. 
Participants were not at all excited about writing their storied identities, but 
they were about speaking them. The participants and their stories came alive when 
they talked; they were enlivened in the telling. It seemed that storytelling is a social 
enterprise. It is best when collaborated on and co-authored (Rhymes, 2003). It is best 
where the teller is also a listener, able to learn from the interpretive efforts of others 
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about fallacious reasoning, and resolving doubt, with the opportunity to check for 
coherence and continuity in both their own and the stories of others, and giving and 
receiving feedback.  
Individual stories reflected an emerging realisation of self and a sense of 
becoming, which was almost cathartic for some, and an awakening for others. There 
was recognition that they might just fit into their new social world; that their story 
made sense to them now; that now was the right time to be telling a story; that if you 
told it last year it would not carry the same sense of immediacy, urgency, or 
relevance because there was always time for change. Their final narratives revealed 
that they were ready for this developmental leap into the future. Some needed 
confirmation of their stories, while others were just eager to share an already well-
conceived story. Except for Macy, there was never any reluctance or hesitation to 
participate in the telling. 
The ICONI 
The ICONI results for each participant became an essential tool for the interpretation 
of the way in which participants deliberated about context in relation to their 
concerns. The ICONI result for each participant, graphed in each of their re-told 
stories, told the listener nothing about Archer’s (2003) three reflexive elements 
(discerning, deliberating, deciding). These were ubiquitous and easily extracted from 
the transcripts of participant stories, but the ICONI result did enrich the listener’s 
“ear” with respect to the way they used these reflexive elements, and with what 
intentions and consequences.  
The participant’s ICONI score—its provenance (perhaps) rooted in the natal 
background of each participant—was a listener’s tool for career professionals. It was 
not immediately useful for the teller. It was something for a counsellor to leverage 
deeper understanding from and about clients’ thinking—a tool to check for 
fallibility, consistency, global coherence, and the “continuity of self” embedded in 
the broader context of the story. I used the ICONI (because of the deeper meanings 
exposed, not infallibly, from its penetration into each participant’s deliberations) for 
more intense questioning about intentions and consequences, intentionally guiding 
them to reinterpret, to deconstruct and re-construct previous relevant short stories 
and to assist their early attempts at autobiographical reasoning (Habermas, 2010).  
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This was the more exciting and enlivening component of the research. The 
ICONI became my secret interpretive weapon. Even if its trustworthiness has not 
been proven, the concept of searching for an explanatory “force” beyond the 
conscious control of the participant that guides their vocational reasoning, and 
ultimately guides them to make the decisions they do, made it a helpful, if not 
essential, tool. Knowledge of the ICONI score and the natal background was used as 
a compass to navigate within the narrative, spotlighting and highlighting 
consistencies and apparent inconsistencies to help move adolescent narratives closer 
to Habermas’s (2010) concept of “global cohesion”. 
There was evidence in the data, as will be shown later in the discussion, that 
the way in which some participants deliberated and reasoned towards what was best 
for them matched their ICONI scores and Archer’s (2003, 2012) interpretations of 
what those scores represented. Equally, there was evidence to the contrary. 
Furthermore, there was evidence that the way in which individuals mediated the 
influence of situation on intended options was not fixed; that over the 12 months of 
data collection, their deliberative style had shifted, for example, from fractured to 
meta-reflexive (Lenten, Arthur), and from communicative to meta-reflexive (Darcy), 
giving credence to Archer’s (2012) concept of the “breaking of reflexivity”. This 
will be discussed more fully within the context of implications for this research. 
The ICONI sub-scores of some participants were interrogated, particularly 
where their deliberative style did not seem to match the dominant mode etched from 
the score, but mostly they were taken at “face value”. I think there is a very good 
argument for “interrogation”. If a fractured score, for example, was revealed and 
seemed at odds with the evidence from early interviews (Arthur), then more careful 
interpretation of the sub-scores may bring about greater understanding. In broader 
terms, each of the 13 statements used to identify the dominant mode in the ICONI 
(Appendix 1) could be interrogated to map identified strengths and concerns 
unearthed from each sub-score for each statement. Therein lies a rich vein of 
information that can be tapped to support students in their journey towards transition, 
not just for vocational pathway decisions, but for life in general as they move 
through Savickas’s (2002a) exploration stage.  
This would mean, for example, exploring Arthur’s recognisable fractured 
concerns from his ICONI result: to help him look at ways of resolving (his) 
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“problems” (Q8), establishing a better way of life (Q11), and overcoming present 
difficulties (Q13). These could reasonably be weighed against the apparent meta-
reflexive strengths revealed in his score, namely his (strong) intrinsic interests (Q7), 
socio-ethical preoccupation (Q12), and quest for life meaning (Q3). Just knowing 
something of self-identified strengths and weaknesses prior to reinterpreting 
participant stories provided me with signposts against which to peg meaning. It 
helped me to be on the lookout for the influence of natal background, and to be alert 
to the possibility that the scored dominant mode may be influencing the way in 
which participants generate cohesion within their self-story.  
For all its potential value as a counselling tool, the ICONI is a blunt 
instrument. Intuitively, it seems more likely to be of value as a one off, quite capable 
of providing a baseline from which to operate, and signs of any “breaking” of 
reflexivity will likely become more evident from changes identified in participant 
stories than could be picked up from re-administering the 13 questions in the ICONI 
sometime later. 
Modelling natal background and circumstances against options 
The two models presented at the beginning of each participant’s re-told story (see 
Chapter 5)—natal background and circumstances related to vocational options—
were beneficial to each participant and to me. The latter model, developed in rough 
draft after the group session and presented to the participants for comment and 
checking at the beginning of their one-on-one session, helped participants to add to, 
or subtract from, their existing stories, and manage consistency and coherence, in 
real time. This model was adjusted for ongoing comment during and after the one-
on-one sessions, and after the presentation of the final narrative. Natal background 
was modelled after the one-on-one session, based on questions asked in this session, 
and was not re-presented to the participants for checking.  
These models provided me with a number of advantages:  
 They gave me insight into the possible influence of natal background on 
reflexive mode (Archer, 2003). 
 They compressed a lot of information into a form that was easily readable 
by the participant and me and in this way became a conversational “ice-
breaker”, particularly in the lead-up to the one-on-one interviews. 
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 They provided an invaluable organising tool against which I could quickly 
assimilate the temporal aspects of their journey, and create meaning 
around why and how choices were made about different vocational 
options.  
The length of the vertical arrows attached to each option gave me a quick 
reference as to how long each option remained viable. In many cases it was obvious 
that participants were juggling several relevant options at the same time, and over a 
long time, leading me to search, in these instances, for the possibility of intensified 
reflexive conversation in their dialogue (Darcy, Peter, Jackson). 
The model of circumstance against chosen options was my written version of a 
portfolio of each participant’s artefacts, something the participants were not keen to 
do, but was important to me because I did not know their story in the way they did. 
This “portfolio” was distilled from interviews and final narratives. Each participant 
chose each element of the diagram at some time as significant, enabling it to be 
included as a relevant “artefact” for my portfolio. The relevance of each short story 
and the integrity of the story as a whole became more evident for me over time as the 
diagram developed, and, with that, the clarity of the story I was to re-tell.  
The end result of my “re-told” story was the same as the participant’s. That is, 
each participant ended up with the “same” identity as in my re-told story. The 
meaning they attached to themselves in their final story was the same in mine, but 
my story was designed to throw a spotlight on the two main theories underpinning 
the research, namely Archer’s (2003) reflexive theory, and Savickas’s (2002a) CCT. 
More specifically, the re-told stories were designed to throw a lens on how the 
participants utilised reflexivity to tell their story, and how well the story was 
underpinned by Savickas’s framework. The models were unplanned but 
serendipitous and became an essential tool to help situate me in Clandinin and 
Connelly’s (2000) “three-dimensional space”, interpreted as place, personal, and 
social.  
Career Construction Theory—an effective “roadmap” 
Three steps within the growth and exploration stages in Savickas’s (2002a, 2013b) 
CCT need to be completed effectively for adolescents to feel at ease about transition 
from senior schooling. These steps are self-making, identity construction, and 
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decision-making. Self-making, that strengthening and solidifying of internal 
conceptions about yourself, that intrapsychic understanding about “you”—in this 
case, the “vocational you”—is the foundation upon which identity is constructed and 
discretionary decisions are made. Each of the participants’ stories in this research 
clearly reinforces that the properly “made” self is fundamentally important to be able 
to, not infallibly, work out what’s best for you. Savickas (2012) explains that self is 
not identity, and nor is it “absorbed into identity”, but its development seems to be 
an undeniably significant early step along the pathway to its construction. Some of 
the participants were “self-made” prior to data collection and storying, and others 
were constructing their “selves” as they were storying.  
Savickas’s (2002a, 2013b) CCT is a robust template for transition, not only an 
effective “roadmap” for adolescents appropriately educated to “read” the map, but by 
its very nature it acts as a tracking device for professionals to check for “roadblocks” 
moving forward, or to look back over the journey on behalf of a client to interrogate 
the effectiveness of the construction process. The significance of the template for 
this research was twofold: firstly, CCT was a template evincing easy navigability for 
me, and secondly, and perhaps more importantly, its steps were easily 
distinguishable within young people’s stories. Darcy and Arthur, for example, were 
clearly recognisable from their stories as Savickas’s (2013a, 2013b) agent and 
author: self-aware, ready to change, and with a full complement of coping resources. 
Right from the start of data collection they engaged the listener with a rich, cohesive 
story told with an unerring sense of what matters and with vocational options already 
subjected to internal reflexive prioritising. Darcy’s identity was well formulated 
prior to engaging in data collection and was immediately recognisable from his first 
group interview. His story clearly implied that he understood the vocational meaning 
attached to himself by himself and from others.  
It’s this meaning that flows from identifying self-stories that allows young 
people to decide in ways that have a better chance of being adaptive, and also puts 
them at (vocational) ease as they transition. Darcy seemed at ease with the police 
dog squad, and Arthur with the prospect of becoming an academic, neither of which 
may occur. Furthermore, listeners to these stories can check for appropriate 
derivation of meaning as well as for the appropriateness of the discretionary action 
exhumed by the teller based on that meaning: a check for fallibility. Research 
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participants presented at the beginning of data collection were self-aware in different 
measures. A CCT roadmap, and knowledge about how to read it, would benefit all 
transitioning adolescents.  
Key findings: My reflections in summary 
Of particular note was the enthusiasm that all the participants brought to sharing in 
the development of their own stories and those of others. Storying was cooperative, 
and the social and collaborative engagement with each other’s endeavours to story 
was quite infectious. The lack of enthusiasm for the electronic portfolio was more 
than countered by the eagerness conveyed through social dialoguing. The e-portfolio 
was an ineffective tool for “environmental” (real-time) reflection. 
Participant stories clearly exposed the key elements of Savickas’s developmental 
roadmap towards adaptiveness, and in this sense the story itself suggests usefulness 
as a tool for career professionals to help guide the way forward, as much as it could 
be a backward-looking device to assess for the completion of all the tried-for steps 
along the way to working out what’s best. The stories revealed a range of 
adaptabilities, all of which would sit comfortably on any transition checklist. These 
included willing engagement, agency, emerging and fixed identity, self-making, 
internal and external conversation, decision-making, awakening understanding, 
coping resources, and personal growth in areas such as self-assuredness and 
assertiveness. CCT was effective as a roadmap in the same way that storying was 
effective for identity construction. 
The early ICONI scores provided an interpretive lens through which to view how 
participants reasoned their way towards decisions about which options, and why. 
The ICONI was scored for each participant prior to data collection. So marrying a 
presumption of the influence of natal background, mode, and stance from these 
scores on about-to-be-made decisions with what is actually conveyed by story 
required focused concentration on my part. The ICONI was an essential tool to 
reason meaning into interpretation and to expose shifts in deliberative style or mode. 
Visual modelling of natal background and the relationship between options and 
circumstance was unplanned but of sufficient value to suggest that this may be a 
good organising tool for adolescents and career professionals as self-stories develop. 
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The options v circumstance model was very useful in refocusing both parties on the 
prevailing storyline in the lead-up to the one-on-one interviews. 
6.3 ADDRESSING THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
Q1: How do adolescents, prior to transition from senior schooling, utilise 
reflexivity to help formulate vocational identity and make adaptive decisions? 
All participants utilised reflexive internal conversations in a transformative way to 
effect adaptive (hopefully) change, and to decide on a single plan of action, having 
deliberated on the possibility of many. Evidence for the presence of these 
conversations in participant stories was based on Archer (2003) and is presented in 
tables 4.1 and 4.2. These conversations, present in all the participant stories, led the 
participants towards an (overwhelming, for some) anticipation of occupational 
congruence. They represented a personal power, irreducible in importance for the 
effective distillation of the relationship between themselves and the well of personal 
experience needed to assist developmentally in self-making, then identity, and finally 
but concurrently, to assist in making discretionary vocational decisions about 
destination and trajectory.  
Archer (2003, 2008, 2012) says that this dialogue is present throughout life 
whenever we have to figure out what’s best for us, much like a constant state of 
“becoming”, but different in that it is only exercised when circumstance “bites” 
against options chosen as courses of action to solve problems. Savickas (2013b) says 
reflexivity has utility for career construction whenever we have to perform 
developmental tasks (like a forced transition from senior schooling), effect an 
occupational transition, or deal with a workplace trauma. These tasks trigger 
Savickas’s (2002a) cycle of adaptive performance beginning with (re)orientation to 
the workplace and further exploration of options. Reflexivity, along with other 
personal skills, matures “just in time” for most adolescents as they progress their 
senior schooling towards graduation. Accumulating these (cognitive) capacities (like 
reflexivity) for adaptive change takes time, in large part because the ability to do so 
is necessarily the product of many reflected-upon experiences, some of which will be 
transformative and therefore reflexive, leading to incremental changes in adaptability 
for Savickas’s (2013b) agents.  
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Not only was internal dialogue evident throughout all the participant stories, 
identifiable as language triggers and thematic cues (see Table 4.1), it was shown to 
have utility across a range of anticipated developmental tasks (see Figure 6.3), 
including concretising vocational self-conceptions, solidifying commitments, 
making decisions about vocational options, choosing relevant short stories to include 
as part of the final narrative, and eliciting a sense of what matters in their vocational 
lives. All of these required the participants to make choices and to find good reason 
to do so in one way rather than another, having taken into account the impingement 
(or otherwise) of circumstance; that is, to be reflexive.  
So reflexive utility is bound up with helping to mature a range of probabilistic, 
intrapsychic developmental milestones required to be achieved prior to, or 
concurrent with, a properly constructed self-story. Identity construction and 
associated adaptive decision-making, therefore, are anticipated outcomes from a 
properly interpreted and executed series of constructions (see Figure 6.3), made 
possible by appropriately applied adaptabilities, one of which is reflexive internal 
dialogue.  
Figure 6.3: Reflexivity’s application to a range of probabilistic steps 
 
Savickas’s (2013a, 2013b) adolescents develop their psychological selves 
progressively from actors to agents and eventually to authors, that final stage at 
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which they are ready to narrate their self-story and manage their ongoing career 
construction (Figure 6.4). This self-making privileges an individual’s improving 
ability to interact effectively with their novel circumstance to find solutions to their 
concerns. We would expect to find, and the research data show, a range of abilities 
and coping resources (including the issues fundamental to narrative construction) 
that give witness to the participants’ (sometimes fast) maturing ability to assess, 
understand, and mediate, the impingement of circumstances on their intrapsychic 
development. 
My reflexive comment in red in Henry’s story (p. 215) highlights my argument 
that young people are not able to imagine themselves in relation to their context, are 
not able to properly understand the relationship between themselves and possible 
occupational roles, nor to reason, cohere and deliberate, until at least the end of 
Year 10 and possibly the end of Year 11. The creation of the self is anchored to 
reflexivity’s influence on this emerging self-consciousness, an (in time) ability to 
reflect on a conscious “I” who acts and a self-conscious “Me” who experiences that 
action (King, 2010). That is, they do not know themselves sufficiently well to be 
able to reflect with transformative intent on matters concerning the relationship 
between object and subject. They can reflect, but not with reflexive intent, which is 
necessary to be able to manufacture courses of action out of significant (and 
complicated) personal concerns when taking into account circumstance at the same 
time. They do not know themselves sufficiently well in relation to their context to be 
able to tell a globally cohesive (Habermas, 2010) self-story, with a focus on the 
continuity of self over time (Pasupathi & Weeks, 2010), nor to connect private 
vocational self-concepts with public occupational roles. Habermas and de Silviera 
(2008) found that it is only later in adolescence that individuals can embed causal-
motivational and thematic coherence to their stories. Concern surfaces for me when 
serious decisions are made and “hard-wired” before the final year of senior 
schooling. It takes time, and neuropsychological capability to formulate and narrate a 
good self-story, a process best started in the latter half of Year 11, and not completed 
until well into their final year. 
The data also suggest that participant internal dialogue is locked in a recursive 
“dance” with personal capacity building. All the participant stories revealed, and it 
became more obvious in one-on-one interviews and in the final narrative, that as 
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participants better understood themselves and became more confident in their ability 
to develop and utilise their narrative skills, including reflexivity, they became more 
self-assured. I witnessed positive changes in self-worth and self-efficacy. That sense 
that they were achieving mastery over their vocational future was, in turn, a powerful 
motivator for them to be more assertive reflexively. This recursive relationship 
between a more assured self and the willingness to utilise more their growing 
reflexive ability helped to shape their adaptive composure.  
Figure 6.4 below is my representation of the relationship between Savickas’s 
(2002a, 2013a, 2013b) early career construction milestones (self-making, identity 
construction, psychological development, maturing adaptive skills, and decision-
making)—that is, those relevant to adolescents prior to transition from senior 
schooling. The horizontal axis represents the continuity of self-making across the 
span of Savickas’s (2002a) growth and exploration stages. Over that time individuals 
progress psychologically and probabilistically (vertically) from actors, with 
commitments of minimal strength, immature dispositions, and uncertain vocational 
self-conceptions, to authors, all the while strengthening commitments, solidifying 
self-conceptions, collecting and maturing coping behaviours, developing curiosity, 
practising storying, and increasing their capability for transformative reflection 
through constant interaction with their environment, including through opportunities 
for specific identity play. This in turn sets them up to be able to make good decisions 
currently and in the future. 
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Figure 6.4: Savickas’s roadmap for adolescents to work out what’s best for them 
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In summary 
Reflexive internal dialogue was ubiquitous within participant stories. There was 
evidence of its application for the achievement of a number of career construction 
milestones nestled within the self-narratives, reinforcing the idea that effective 
adaptive decisions require the completion of probabilistic steps. These steps require 
cognitive abilities unavailable to younger individuals and any planned interventions 
are likely to be most effective with adolescents towards the end of their senior 
schooling. As they better understood themselves, adolescents seemed more self-
assured and confident in deliberating and deciding on options. Decisions made, or an 
understanding that progress was being made towards effecting decisions, in turn 
motivated them to be more assertive reflexively. Furthermore, the effectiveness of 
reflexivity, the completion of those steps dependent upon it, and the self-assuredness 
of the adolescents in particularising reflexivity assertively, seem to rely heavily on 
dialoguing and socialising the story’s development.  
Q2: What evidence is there, with respect to Question 1, that reflexivity is conducted 
in different ways? 
Whilst there is ample evidence of the utility of reflexivity in general for participants, 
there is also evidence that participants are unwittingly applying their reflexive power 
in different ways (modes) and to different effect (stances). Not only are participants 
inclined to negotiate the influence of circumstance on their preferred options in 
different ways, possibly due to differences in participant’s natal background 
(although there does not appear to be strong evidence in the research of provenance 
in this regard), but there was also strong evidence in some exit narratives that the 
way they negotiated had changed over time. That is, the early interview data 
collected matched the mode suggested by the early ICONI score, but the final 
narrative suggested a change.  
Lenten (see Figure 6.5 below), for example, adjudged as fractured prior to data 
collection when the test was administered, seemed to have shifted towards a meta-
reflexive way of thinking 12 months later, a change more in line, I suspect, with a 
decrease in elements associated with fracture (more self-assured, less distressed, and 
more at ease about his immediate transitional circumstances) rather than an increase 
in meta-reflexivity, and remembering that he is a very capable storyteller and 
remarkably self-aware. Lenten may be predisposed to revisit this cycle later in life, 
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as perhaps many are, and “fracture” once again when he has to evaluate whether to 
supersede or sustain opportunities in the future. 
Figure 6.5: ICONI score for Lenten 
 
Archer (2014b) explains that with an increasing need to innovate because of 
shifting social contexts, and because there are no guidelines about how to innovate or 
where any innovation will lead, that reflexivity will be on call increasingly to 
critically evaluate current and forthcoming opportunities. So much so, it seems, that 
the incidence of meta-reflexive and fractured reflexivity is likely to increase.  
The ICONI scores for individual participants are listed below (Figure 6.6), and 
average ICONI scores for the whole group are listed in Figure 6.7. Whilst the small 
research sample suggests that any implications drawn from these tables are likely to 
be statistically unreliable, it does show that very few participants had definitively 
dominant scores (Figure 6.6), Arthur and Macy being the exceptions. The mode with 
the highest scores, on average, was meta-reflexive (Figure 6.7). Nevertheless, the 
individual ICONI profiles proved to be a very helpful tool with respect to shining a 
light on how participants might be utilising reflexivity to work out what’s best for 
them.  
For example, ambiguous ICONI profiles suggest individuals like Grant (see 
Figure 6.5) are moving hesitantly through Savickas’s exploration stage from actors 
to agents, with juvenile self-conceptions, improperly formed dispositions, minimal 
strength of commitment, and perhaps lacking the willingness and readiness and the 
necessary coping behaviours to take the next probabilistic step towards becoming 
Savickas’s (2013b) author. It is this lack of reflexive modal dominance in the early 
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stage of preparation for transition for these participants that draws your eye to 
change in their stories as they better understand themselves, become more self-aware 
and more self-assured with respect to the way in which they evaluate themselves in 
relation to their opportunities. In so doing, reflexivity is likely to intensify and be 
recognisable in their stories in the guise of reflections that are linked to change, and 
at this time one particular mode is likely to emerge as more dominant, becoming a 
positive marker for this change. Thus the ICONI, with its presumptive reflexive 
score, helps to place individuals at a point on Savickas’s CCT developmental 
roadmap and is potentially, therefore, a very useful instrument for career 
professionals assisting adolescents.  
Figure 6.6: ICONI scores for all participants 
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Figure 6.7: Average ICONI scores for all participants 
 
The apparent changes in mode over a relatively short time position transitions 
(such as this one from senior schooling to a next-step destination) as dynamic, and 
the story that exposes these changes provides further evidence of how narrative 
facilitates “rupture”, allowing people to drive their story prospectively as “authors”. 
So rupture and change are required at this time, and reflexive mode and stance, 
themselves influenced by past events (natal background, for example), intersect with 
current events and in turn are influenced themselves towards change during this 
recursive dance. So narrating the self changes the self (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010) 
and the way you deliberate about concerns. And as the narrative changes (as it does 
with the integration of new stories of relevance), so people reinvent themselves and 
re-identify during transition. 
What seems evident is that the reflexive style (mode and stance) evident within 
an individual’s current story does not necessarily, or of necessity, remain fixed, and 
may only be ephemeral, a style relevant, only in the short term, to the individual’s 
current preparedness to effect transition. That is, the relative uneasiness for most in 
the build up towards this necessary transition from senior school (or any work–life 
transition), and the prospect of the “leap of faith” required to shift from separation 
towards reorientation, may (temporarily, for example) move individuals towards a 
stressed or fractured mode, until such time as their developing transitional story 
becomes more coherent, consistent, and meaningful. At this time they become more 
confident to “shift” into a mode and stance more consistent with their back-story and 
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the events surrounding their natal upbringing. This seems consistent with Savickas’s 
(2002a) concept of engagement with a new mini-cycle of growth, exploration, 
establishment, management, and disengagement at any time that a change in 
occupational status is, or has to be, considered. Whenever a significant related-to-
work transition is considered, a new self-story crystallises around this transition, and 
as new self-concepts ripen around the prospect of congruence with a new public 
occupational role, so is there the possibility that the way in which you deliberate 
about this changed circumstance may also change.  
In some instances, the participant stories seem to invoke a position, a stance 
(Archer, (2003, 2012), towards the social world, a position intoned by Archer as 
related to an individual’s natal background and reflexive mode. As might be 
expected, stance seems to be more obvious in participant stories that have been 
reasoned together for the longest time (Darcy, Arthur, Peter, Macy). Those stories 
still developing during the period of data collection (Lenten, Grant, Jackson, Henry, 
Nariman) show considerable ambivalence with respect to whether their stories 
position a stance in relation to where they want to be socially, as evasive, strategic, 
or subversive.  
Whilst career practitioners would have to be careful to “find that which is not 
there” in an adolescent’s story, a presumptive position about mode and stance based 
on the ICONI scores and natal background is a better place to start to assist with 
storying than with no position at all. The ICONI score, and Archer’s (2003, 2012) 
prescription of the likely way an individual will deliberate given that score, although 
not infallible, should help career practitioners better understand the way in which 
adolescents are reasoning, or have reasoned, their way towards a decision. In either 
instance this affords the possibility for effective feedback to support, or otherwise, 
the adolescent’s current position. 
In summary  
There was evidence in the data of all four of Archer’s (2003, 2012) reflexive modes 
showing that participants deliberated about concerns in different ways. In some 
instances, the dominant mode in the narrative matched that anticipated from the 
ICONI scores, and in some instances there appeared to be a mismatch. Sometimes 
the narrative and the ICONI scores matched in a way that indicated significant 
ambiguity about modal dominance. In these cases, there was a much clearer 
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indication of dominance as participants reasoned meaning and a sense of what 
mattered into their narrative. So, as identity developed, it was possible to detect a 
change in dialogue that indicated a shift in mode.  
This suggests that the dominance implied in the narrative is linked to an 
individual’s vocational “ease”; that dominance can be short-lived and linked to an 
individual’s preparedness to effect change. This shift is particularly evident with 
participants whose initial assessment of mode was fractured but later moved to a 
narrative style (and mode) indicating more positive agency and less frustrated 
misdirection. Change in this way in the narrative suggests that the evolving story is 
either facilitating rupture prior to transition, or is charting the rupture as it is 
occurring, or both. It was noted that shifts in mode did not seem to occur with 
participants whose stories had matured prior to data collection, only with those 
whose self-stories were emerging during the time of data collection. This was similar 
for stance, in that emerging stories were less likely to have properly engaged with a 
pattern of social mobility, whereas in those well-entrenched stories, stance was more 
easily identifiable.  
6.4 RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS 
This research was concerned with helping adolescents work out what was best for 
them vocationally as they transitioned from senior schooling. It was also about 
process—that is, investigating the utility of a conscious, planned, approach to 
transition for adolescents, too important to rely on intuition to initiate a 
consciousness in this regard. Whilst reflexivity in the guise of “internal 
conversation” has a presence in the vocational autobiographies of participants 
significant enough to be influential of transition decisions, it seems clear that 
reflexivity by itself is not enough. A range of neurobiological and psychological 
developmental changes need to have occurred, or be occurring, simultaneously with 
reflexivity, before it alone can be deemed to be the effective transformative 
mechanism. This relationship between reflexivity and broad developmental maturity 
is both pivotal and recursive. The maturity of developmental factors that the 
effective deployment of reflexivity is dependent upon, is in turn dependent upon 
reflexivity for their maturation. Therefore, any consideration of the use of one must 
give consideration to aspects of the other. 
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6.4.1 Implications for career professionals 
Understanding ways of being, knowing, and doing vocational psychology, as a 
process of vocational identity formation, has the potential to empower adolescents 
during transition from senior schooling (Noble & McIlveen, 2012). Empowering 
adolescents in this way is important but multifaceted, involving the integration of 
vocational theory and narrative practice. Career professionals are in a position to 
manage both of these and certain observations from my research may be applicable 
in four ways.  
1. Firstly, there is the notion of designing a process “roadmap” for the 
construction of identity with the inclusion of a checklist of narrative process 
constructs, personal language-based and cognitive skills, and neurobiological 
and psychological developmental stages identified as important for 
construction. This roadmap would be an intervention template into which 
could be built already-identified elements of narrative counselling practice 
involving, for example, kinaesthetic, auditory and other blended learning 
styles (see McMahon & Watson, 2015).  
2. Secondly, it seems important to acknowledge adolescents’ willing 
involvement in storying identity, doing so without recourse to written 
reflections (electronic or otherwise) about relevant vocational biographical 
events. Adolescents are keen to story themselves and to participate in the 
social construction of the stories of others. They are keen listeners, but in turn 
they have to learn and practise the art of narrative construction, the craft that 
is storying.  
3. Thirdly the visual modelling of certain elements from an individual’s story 
during its construction has implications for guided identity construction by 
roadmap. Modelling a sequential list of each individual’s chosen vocational 
options and the small circumstantial stories attached to them (see Chapter 5) 
was beneficial for me when preparing for interviews and for the participant’s 
to re-engage at the commencement of a new interview. The models provided 
a quick visual overview of “the story so far”, and helped both the participants 
and me to identify emplotment and the more sophisticated assemblage of 
these plots into themes. The model was adjusted as the story shifted and other 
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rich evidence was added to the basic story, helping as a visual organiser, 
certainly for me, but also for the participant reluctant to “write” their story. I 
was able to draw connections between this developing model and the 
presumptive picture developed from the ICONI scores about an individual’s 
dominant (or otherwise) reflexive mode and stance to help look for 
congruence or inconsistencies in the way the story was developing.  
4. Lastly, the ICONI scores and sub-scores allow career professionals the 
possibility of taking an early presumptive position about the way in which 
adolescents could deliberate about themselves in relation to their 
circumstance within self-narratives. The score and a more in-depth look at 
the sub-scores would be for the benefit of the career professional alone. This 
background might provide some utility to support discussions with 
adolescents about apparent inconsistencies evolving in the narrative, a kind 
of background knowledge that can support the career professional to 
understand why and how the story is emerging the way it is, and also to 
provide an opportunity to give non-judgemental feedback to the individual as 
their story develops. The observation within my research that a significant 
number of the early ICONI scores of individuals delivered ambiguity rather 
than surety regarding modal dominance negated its use in this way, but this 
very ambiguity may be significant in other ways. An ambiguous profile 
suggests a number of possibilities about development that hint at the need for 
monitoring by a career professional, including: 
 psychological immaturity—no evidence of proactivity or self-
consciousness and not yet Archer’s agent, or Savickas’s author;  
 undeveloped process construct skills like connectedness and meaning 
making;  
 cognitive immaturity;  
 poorly developed language-based skills (for example, autobiographicity or 
narratability) revealing early attempts at storying lacked depth and 
richness.  
Furthermore, there does seem to be utility in targeting individuals with 
an unambiguous fractured score, given that dominance where it is evident, 
seems capable of shifting. Fracture seems to be the least adaptive mode for 
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transition and therefore suitable for targeted change. Targeting this group, as 
identified by the ICONI, and those with ambiguous scores for monitored 
narrative practice looks to be an appropriate intervention given that those 
participants scored as fractured, and those with ambiguous profiles had all 
shifted to an unambiguously dominant (agentic) mode as their story solidified. 
The ICONI is an area for further research as it has not been normed for 
Australian conditions or for Australian adolescents, but its application as part 
of a broader strategy of narrative practice has merit for self, identity 
construction, and meaning-making. 
6.4.2 Implications for senior schooling 
It seems reasonable, given the emergence of practice in the field of narrative identity 
construction, for senior schooling educators to take more responsibility for providing 
time, appropriate curriculum content, instructional expertise, and for developing the 
right culture to encourage young people to be reflexive and to engage in the managed 
construction of narrative career. Practice in this regard will no doubt encourage 
further research to address the “infancy” of identity intervention in schools (Côté & 
Levine, 2016) and to support career professionals’ needs around “narrative 
competence” (Savickas et al., 2009). 
What seems appropriate is a program for senior schooling to help adolescents 
understand relevant theory and practice to do with working out what’s best. The 
program should involve educating for vocational literacy, including understanding 
the significance of personal narrative skills (including reflexivity). The program 
should also elucidate a conscious role for adolescents in constructing their identity 
and making adaptive decisions. They need to become enveloped in practice 
including understanding about social and self-construction, and to access a 
construction “roadmap”. They also need someone to help them understand how to 
use the roadmap as a navigational tool and how to avoid roadblocks, and someone to 
help them understand when they are moving in the right direction (or otherwise).  
Reflexivity in the guise of internal conversation, mode, and stance is a navigation 
aid, but you need instructions about how to use it. The aim is to make young people 
expert career navigators with portable skills they can utilise for a lifetime of career 
transitions. 
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6.4.3 Contribution to the field of career construction 
Identity construction is a key transitional step, if not the key step towards adaptive 
career outcomes. It seems inappropriate to importune adolescents to rely on an 
intuitively developed consciousness about behaving adaptively to work out what’s 
best for themselves when there is credibility to be built around a process framework 
for the maturation of adaptive decisions based on a conscious, critical 
thoughtfulness. The last two years of secondary (high) schooling is the appropriate 
target area for intervention (16–18 year olds) through process management by career 
professionals. Before this can happen, process components need to be clarified, 
positioned within theory, and then empirically researched. Finally, schools and 
career professionals need convincing that there is merit in change practices.  
My contention is that reflexivity (Archer’s internal conversation) is a 
significant personal skill closely associated with the development of a range of 
individual language-based skills (listening, learning, self-consciousness, 
transformation, action, autobiographicity, narratability, critical thinking, problem 
solving, for example) and process constructs, like connectedness, agency, meaning-
making, reflection, listening, and transformation (McMahon & Watson, 2013). It 
could be argued that reflexivity is the personal glue for the socially situated co-
construction of career identity, itself a “meaning-making anchor” (Oyserman et al., 
2012, p. 69). Reflexivity’s importance cannot be overestimated, but it can be 
underestimated. Its materialisation at adolescence brings with it the conception of 
emergent mediative powers related to both self and circumstance important for the 
construction of the deeply rooted essence of self, the application of social practice 
important for identity construction, and discretionary decision-making. 
 Both the socially situated, relational co-construction of vocational identity and 
the psychological construction of the subjective agent/author cannot be denied as 
equally significant and linked. It is clear that psychological and sociological 
underpinnings are required to merge in a way that concretises the notion that the 
relationship between “human beings and the world can never be severed” (Archer, 
2000, p. 3), and that “our continuous sense of self, or self-consciousness, emerges 
from our practical activity with the world” (p. 3). The mechanism for making our 
vocational way through the world adaptively is undeniably psychosocial.  
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Furthermore, it seems apposite to recognise for further empirical research that 
paradigmatic blending is appropriate for the advancement of theory and practice 
related to career and life adaptiveness. Relational and dialogical processes associated 
with career adaptiveness have in the past been grouped mostly under broad 
constructivist principles (Patton, 2007), but my research has made clear that 
relational and dialogical processes associated with adaptiveness for life in general 
can be aligned with critical realist, constructivist, and constructionist principles. The 
tension existing around paradigmatic marriages of this kind for career construction 
needs to be resolved such that if narrative is to be the promotional vehicle for 
“blended” praxis, then it should reasonably be supported theoretically and then 
empirically before being brought forward in practice to the front line in order to get 
closer to “the ‘how to’ of implementing such approaches” (McMahon et al., 2012, 
p. 130). My research brings them together within narrative inquiry in a way that 
supports the current efforts of researchers’ narrative counselling interventions—
McIlveen’s (2008) dialogical autobiography, the narrative process constructs of 
McMahon et al. (2012), Savickas’s (2011a) CCI, Savickas and Hartung’s (2013) My 
Career Story, and Rehfuss’s (2009) Future Career Autobiography—designed to 
support the co-construction of life-career portraits. In this way narrative can merge 
social practice and deeply rooted human essence to tell “fuller, thicker and richer 
stories of the self so they can more clearly narrate their lives and careers” (Rehfuss, 
2015, p. 154). 
6.5 KEY RECOMMENDATION 
The purpose of this research was to investigate a change in career practice on behalf 
of graduating senior students. Purposeful narrative identity construction is not 
common practice amongst career professionals in schools, but to do so would blend 
comfortably with both theory and current practice which privileges an emerging life-
design paradigm for career, and an emphasis on the individual as a storied project. 
The addition of Archer’s morphogenetic reflexive approach based on critical realism 
adds a new element to consider for professional practice.  
The challenge for career professionals is to find a way to manage narrative 
identity construction and meaning-making on a large scale. This is counselling 
practice on a large scale, perhaps made easier with larger scale group work indicated 
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as appropriate for identity construction, but nevertheless challenging because it takes 
time. Considerable emphasis in senior schooling is placed on managing the 
practicalities of transition (the university application process, for example) to a next-
step destination after trajectories are established. The challenge is to have more 
guided input into the formulation of that trajectory so that transitioning students can 
have more conscious control and be more certain about why they are certain about 
their next-step destination.  
6.6 RESEARCH LIMITATIONS 
My research was limited to 10 participants in a private, denominational boys’ school, 
which is a limited representation of educational institutions involved in senior 
schooling in Australia. Because of the small representative sample, the results are 
unlikely to be generalizable and are more likely to be viewed as generative (both 
inductive and deductive) of ideas for further research, for extensions to existing 
research, or a confirmation of current directions.  
The participants were volunteers and not a random sample. Selection of 
participants in this way could bias the participant population. Participants who 
volunteer may feel more competent to perform within the framework of the research 
outline known to them before they volunteered. They may be more comfortable with 
narrative and with storying, have better language-based skills, may have been either 
significantly more, or significantly less, certain about transition than the general 
senior schooling population, and may have been more extroverted or generally more 
socially skilled and therefore more comfortable in the research setting.  
Furthermore, students from this institution, with over a hundred years of 
private schooling tradition, may be more inclined to follow more traditional life 
trajectories involving university and higher education and be more inclined to take 
note of parental expectations than students from other educational systems involved 
in senior schooling. Students at my school will be unlikely to be the first in the 
family to go to university or to go on to higher education. In this regard, the 
population of students at my school in the same year group outside of my research 
sample may be less inclined to look for, or accept support from, a new process that 
may not be deemed to serve any greater purpose than the one already in place. In this 
regard school administrators may need convincing about the need for large scale 
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(whole year group) change preferring a more targeted approach working with 
students identified as struggling with transition.   
6.7 FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 
It may be appropriate to work with other career professionals in schools to develop 
narrative practice in three ways. Firstly, to workshop a replicable process for the 
construction of autobiographical vocational identity using Savickas (2002a, 2013b) 
and Archer (2003, 2012), and the already established processes of other researchers 
as a roadmap from which a process checklist can be assembled. Such a checklist 
might include:  
 steps towards self and identity construction;  
 narrative construction practices including emplotment and developing 
thematic cohesion;  
 relevant process constructs including meaning-making, reflection, 
connectedness;  
 requisite personal language-based skills including narratability and 
autobiographicity; and  
 social construction awareness.  
Secondly, these steps are teachable, so any workshop would need to address 
how the content of such a program could be introduced into the senior schooling 
curriculum and who would be responsible for oversight.  
Thirdly, any workshop should be aware that there is already practice 
developing around narrative that could be incorporated in curriculum design to 
support narrative identity construction, including Patton and McMahon’s (1999, 
2006, 2014) systems theory framework, Savickas’s (2011a) CCI, McIlveen’s (2008) 
dialogical autobiography, and Rehfuss’s (2009) FCA. McMahon and Watson (2015) 
add to this list with other career practices that tap into different learning styles. 
Emphases could reasonably be placed on assimilating any or all of these as 
counselling tools to support a curriculum-based approach to identity construction. 
I like the idea of collaborating with other career professionals to develop an 
electronic board game to introduce teachable concepts to all students in the year 
prior to their senior schooling at a time when adolescent cognitive and language-
based skills are starting to mature. This would be a learning experience, a way of 
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educating younger adolescents about the process elements of narrative career 
construction in preparation for storying in their senior years of schooling. Particular 
emphasis could be placed on cooperative play and other relational practices to 
achieve outcomes.  
Further research might also: 
 Engage with Savickas’s (2011a) contention that models of the self remain 
piecemeal and disorganised. 
 Target a number of untested variables in my research—namely, gender, 
school culture (private, independent, public, denominational), age, and 
number of participants.  
 Undertake longitudinal research on the 10 participants in my study to re-
assess their dominant reflexive style as new self-stories (identities) emerge 
around their significant, future vocational transitions. This would give 
added insight into the relationship between rupture, storying, identity, and 
the shifting nature of reflexive style.  
 View the ICONI as a rich source for further investigation including its 
possible use as a targeted intervention to assist in the development of 
adolescent identity stories and decision-making. In particular, further 
attention could be given to extracting participant meaning from the 
answers to the 13 questions that inform the scoring for participant 
dominant mode. This in particular would assist adolescents to better 
understand themselves as they prepare to write their self-narrative. 
6.8 IN CONCLUSION 
One of the main objectives of this research was to encourage a view in young people, 
and schools, that effective transition from senior schooling to an “adaptive” next-step 
destination requires a conscious, critical thoughtfulness that involves the 
construction of identity and meaning. If reflexive internal conversation is to be 
recognised as a major factor in vocational identity construction, then it needs to be 
recognised as significant for the part it plays in the organisation of the conscious, 
rational mind rather than an organiser of the heuristic, intuitive system. For this 
reason, and because all of the narrative construction skills and career adaptabilities 
are mostly conscious, language-based skills, processes involving identity 
  
Chapter 6: Discussion 289 
construction, vocational reasoning, and decision-making will be relatively slow. It 
takes time to formulate and narrate a good self-story and moving towards transition 
is a process, not a moment. Good career construction takes time and reflexivity is not 
a moment in time. 
My research was undertaken on behalf of future generations of graduating 
students, and myself. My professional understanding is that many students are naïve 
about preparation for transition, and the lead-up to transition for these students, 
because of this naivety, can be stressful and unproductive. This has academic and 
social implications leading many to seek personal counselling for loss of motivation, 
direction, and productivity, sometimes up to 18 months prior to graduation. Anxiety 
and bewilderment about the future is not uncommon and, in turn, adolescents lean 
heavily on the advice of others for direction because they do not have the skills, or 
have not learnt how to apply the skills they have, for adaptive practice.  
This research was important for my personal growth—a way of generatively 
“paying it forward”. It mobilised my own adaptabilities and process skills, being 
agentic and proactive, meta-reflexive, an agent of my own change through research, 
and a change agent on behalf of the many young people who struggle with the 
weight of expectation attached to transition. These young people often cede the 
responsibility for decision-making to others because of a lack of nuanced practice 
experience. Young people are more likely to identify themselves in preparation for 
transition decisions on the basis of the powerful discourse of institutions and family, 
or more loosely on the destinations of their peers, than on their own self-constructed 
narrative. 
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